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Abstract: 

The Battle of Adwa, fought on March 1, 1896, marked Ethiopia’s historic defeat of Italian 
colonial forces, preserving its sovereignty and inspiring global anti-colonial movements. This 
victory intertwined religion, culture, astronomy, and the Ark of the Covenant’s symbolism, yet 
its multifaceted dimensions remain underexplored. This study investigates how these 
elements—religious motivations, cultural diversity, astronomical timing, and the Ark’s 
symbolism—shaped Adwa’s success, reinforcing Ethiopia’s national identity and global 
resonance. A qualitative approach was employed, analyzing archival records, oral histories from 
Tigrayan and Amhara elders (collected in 2023), and secondary sources. Thematic analysis 
identified key patterns, triangulated with historical and astronomical data, focusing on the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church's role, cultural integration, celestial influences, and symbolic 
power. The church unified Ethiopia’s diverse populace through faith and the Tabot, while 
cultural practices and women’s leadership enhanced military effectiveness. Astronomical timing 
via the Geez calendar suggested strategic alignment, though evidence is inconclusive. The Ark 
symbolized divine sanction, bolstering identity and inspiring Pan-Africanism. Elders and 
youth at home supported logistics and morale, ensuring a collective triumph. Adwa’s victory 
reflects a synergy of religion, culture, and symbolism, underpinned by societal unity, offering a 
model of resilience against oppression. Future studies should deepen comparative and 
astronomical analyses, while educational efforts should promote Adwa’s lessons for modern 
generations. 
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I. Introduction 

 
The Battle of Adwa, fought on March 1, 1896, stands as a monumental event in African 

history, symbolizing resistance against colonial domination and the preservation of Ethiopian 
sovereignty. This victory, led by Emperor Menelik II against Italian forces, transcended 
military triumph, weaving together threads of religion, culture, astronomy, and profound 
symbolism, notably through the Ark of the Covenant. Ethiopia, a nation never colonized, 
emerged as a beacon of independence, its success at Adwa reverberating globally as a 
testament to unity and resilience. The battle occurred in the rugged terrain of northern Tigray, 
near the town of Adwa, a region steeped in historical and spiritual significance. On that day, 
an eclectic army of Ethiopian warriors—farmers, pastoralists, women, and traditional 
leaders—defeated a technologically superior Italian force, ensuring Ethiopia’s place as the 
only African nation to evade European colonization. 
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This study explores the multifaceted dimensions of the Victory of Adwa, examining 
how religion, particularly Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, and cultural identity fueled the 
mobilization and morale of the Ethiopian forces. It delves into the astronomical alignments 
possibly influencing the timing of the battle and the symbolic role of the Ark of the Covenant, 
carried into the fray as a sacred emblem of divine protection. The Tabot, a replica of the Ark, 
underscored Ethiopia’s claim to a Solomonic heritage, linking its people to ancient Israel 
through the Kebra Nagast epic. By analyzing these elements, this research aims to illuminate 
how the interplay of faith, tradition, celestial awareness, and symbolic power shaped one of 
history’s most significant anti-colonial victories. Understanding Adwa’s legacy offers insights 
into Ethiopia’s enduring identity and its influence on Pan-African movements, highlighting 
the potency of collective resistance rooted in spiritual and cultural foundations. 

 
1.1 Background of the Study 

The Victory of Adwa is rooted in Ethiopia’s rich historical tapestry, a nation whose 
independence was forged through centuries of cultural and religious evolution. By the late 
19th century, European colonial ambitions crystallized at the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, 
threatened Ethiopia’s autonomy. Italy, having secured a foothold in Eritrea, sought to extend 
its dominion over Ethiopia, culminating in the contentious Treaty of Wuchale in 1889. The 
treaty’s discrepant translations—Italian claiming Ethiopia as a protectorate, Amharic asserting 
cooperation—ignited tensions, leading Menelik II to renounce it in 1893 and prepare for war. 
This backdrop set the stage for the Battle of Adwa, fought on March 1, 1896, where 
Ethiopia’s diverse populace rallied under Menelik’s call to defend their land, faith, and 
families. 

 
Religion played a pivotal role, with Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Christianity 

providing spiritual cohesion. The church, tracing its origins to the 4th century, synthesized 
Judaic traditions—such as reverence for the Ark of the Covenant—with Christian doctrine, as 
detailed in the Kebra Nagast. This national epic narrates the Ark’s journey to Ethiopia via 
Menelik I, son of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba, cementing a Solomonic dynasty that 
bolstered Menelik II’s legitimacy. During the battle, priests carried the Tabot into combat, 
symbolizing divine presence and rallying warriors with chants and prayers tied to Saint 
George’s feast day, aligning with the Ethiopian calendar’s Yekatit 23, 1888. 

 
Culturally, Ethiopia’s ethnic diversity—Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, and others—united 

under a shared identity of resistance. Empress Tayitu Bitul, a strategic leader, exemplified this 
unity, commanding cavalry and inspiring troops with traditional war songs. The rugged Adwa 
landscape, near ancient sites like Yeha, reinforced a sense of historical continuity. 
Astronomically, the battle’s timing near the equinox may reflect Ethiopia’s Geez calendar 
awareness, though direct evidence is speculative. 

 
The Ark of the Covenant’s symbolism looms large, representing Ethiopia’s sacred 

covenant with God and its historical defiance. Housed reputedly in Aksum, its replicas 
empowered the faithful, linking Adwa to a broader narrative of redemption. This victory not 
only repelled Italy but also inspired global anti-colonial movements, notably influencing 
figures like Marcus Garvey, who saw Ethiopia as a symbol of Black freedom. Thus, Adwa’s 
background intertwines religion, culture, celestial timing, and symbolic heritage, offering a lens 
into Ethiopia’s unique resilience. 
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1.2 Statement of the Problems 
The Victory of Adwa, while celebrated as a triumph of Ethiopian independence, 

presents several underexplored dimensions that warrant investigation. Firstly, the precise role 
of religion in galvanizing the Ethiopian forces remains ambiguous. Ethiopian Orthodox 
Christianity, with its deep ties to the Ark of the Covenant, is often cited as a unifying force, 
yet the extent to which spiritual beliefs directly influenced military strategy and morale is 
unclear. Did the presence of the Tabot on the battlefield serve as a tactical motivator, or was 
it primarily a symbolic gesture reinforcing cultural identity? This gap in understanding 
obscures the interplay between faith and warfare in Adwa’s success. 

 
Secondly, the cultural dynamics of Ethiopia’s diverse populace pose a problem of 

integration. Menelik II’s call mobilized warriors from varied ethnic and regional backgrounds, 
yet how these groups overcame linguistic and traditional differences to form a cohesive army 
is insufficiently documented. The contributions of figures like Empress Tayitu and regional 
leaders suggest a complex cultural synthesis, but the mechanisms of this unity—beyond 
shared opposition to Italy—require deeper analysis. Was cultural identity a stronger driver 
than political allegiance, and how did traditional practices, such as war chants, shape the 
battlefield outcome? 

 
Thirdly, the astronomical context of the battle raises questions about intentionality. 

Occurring near the March equinox, Adwa aligns with Ethiopia’s Geez calendar, yet whether 
this timing reflected strategic planning informed by celestial knowledge or mere coincidence 
remains speculative. Ethiopia’s historical literacy in astronomy, evident in its timekeeping 
systems, suggests potential significance, but no concrete evidence ties this to military 
decisions. 

 
Finally, the symbolism of the Ark of the Covenant presents an interpretive challenge. 

While the Tabot’s presence is well-documented, its broader implications—linking Ethiopia to 
a Solomonic legacy and global Black redemption—lack comprehensive scholarly synthesis. 
How did this symbol translate into practical power during Adwa, and to what extent did it 
shape Ethiopia’s post-victory identity as an anti-colonial icon? The absence of definitive 
archaeological or textual evidence about the Ark’s physical role complicates its symbolic 
weight. 

 
These problems collectively hinder a holistic understanding of Adwa’s victory, limiting 

insights into how religion, culture, astronomy, and symbolism converged to defy colonialism. 
Addressing these gaps is essential to appreciating Ethiopia’s historical agency and its enduring 
legacy in African and global contexts. 

 
1.3 Objective of the Study 

a. General Objective 
To examine the multifaceted dimensions of the Victory of Adwa, focusing on the 

interplay of religion, culture, astronomy, and the symbolism of the Ark of the Covenant in 
securing Ethiopia’s independence against Italian colonial forces on March 1, 1896. 

 
b. Specific Objectives 
a. To analyze the role of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, particularly the Tabot, in 

mobilizing and motivating Ethiopian forces during the Battle of Adwa. 
b. To investigate how Ethiopia’s cultural diversity and traditional practices contributed to the 

unity and effectiveness of Menelik II’s army. 
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c. To explore the potential influence of astronomical timing, such as the Geez calendar and 
equinox proximity, on the planning and execution of the battle. 

d. To assess the symbolic significance of the Ark of the Covenant in reinforcing Ethiopia’s 
national identity and its global resonance as a symbol of resistance. 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

This study on "The Victory of Adwa: Religion, Culture, Astronomy, and the Symbolism 
of the Ark of the Covenant" holds profound significance for historical, cultural, and global 
studies. By dissecting the religious and cultural forces behind Ethiopia’s triumph, it illuminates 
how faith and tradition can galvanize collective action against oppression, offering lessons for 
contemporary resistance movements. The focus on the Ark of the Covenant underscores 
Ethiopia’s unique spiritual heritage, enriching discourse on African agency in world history 
(Jonas, 2011). Furthermore, exploring astronomical influences bridges indigenous knowledge 
with military strategy, contributing to interdisciplinary studies of timekeeping and warfare. 

 
The research also amplifies Adwa’s legacy as a Pan-African symbol, inspiring anti-

colonial narratives and affirming Ethiopia’s role in shaping Black identity globally (Bekerie, 
2008). For scholars, policymakers, and educators, this study provides a nuanced framework to 
understand how intangible elements—religion, culture, and symbolism—translate into 
tangible victories. It challenges Eurocentric historical narratives, emphasizing African 
resilience and innovation. Ultimately, this work fosters a deeper appreciation of Ethiopia’s 
enduring sovereignty and its contributions to humanity’s struggle for freedom, resonating with 
ongoing quests for justice and self-determination. 

 

II. Research Methodology 
 

This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore the multidimensional aspects 
of the Victory of Adwa, focusing on religion, culture, astronomy, and the symbolism of the 
Ark of the Covenant. Qualitative methodology is appropriate for this inquiry as it facilitates an 
in-depth understanding of historical events through interpretive analysis of textual, oral, and 
symbolic data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The research aims to uncover how these elements 
converged to shape Ethiopia’s triumph on March 1, 1896, requiring a flexible and context-
sensitive approach to capture the nuances of historical narratives and indigenous perspectives. 

 
2.1 Research Approach 

The study employs a historical-interpretive approach, integrating archival analysis, oral 
traditions, and interdisciplinary perspectives. Historical research is well-suited to examining 
past events like Adwa, allowing for the synthesis of primary and secondary sources to 
reconstruct the battle’s context and significance (Jonas, 2011). This approach is 
complemented by ethnographic elements to interpret cultural and religious practices, such as 
the role of the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church and the Tabot, drawing from oral 
histories preserved by communities in Tigray and beyond. 
 

2.2 Data Collection Methods 
Data will be gathered through multiple sources to ensure triangulation and enhance 

validity: 
 
Archival Research: Primary documents, including Menelik II’s proclamations, Italian 

military records, and ecclesiastical texts from the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, will be 
analyzed. Key texts like the Kebra Nagast will be examined for insights into the Ark’s 
symbolism (Budge, 2007). 
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Oral Histories: Interviews with elders and religious leaders in Adwa and Aksum will 
provide firsthand accounts of traditions linked to the battle, following ethical guidelines for 
oral history collection (Yow, 2015). 

 
Astronomical Records: Historical Geez calendar data and secondary analyses of celestial 
events in 1896 will be reviewed to assess potential astronomical influences, leveraging 
Ethiopia’s traditional timekeeping systems (Neugebauer, 1981). 
 
Secondary Sources: Scholarly works on Ethiopian history, Pan-Africanism, and colonial 
resistance will contextualize findings, with priority given to authors like Jonas (2011) and 
Bekerie (2008). 

 
2.3 Data Analysis 

Thematic analysis will be used to identify recurring patterns across the data, such as the 
interplay of faith and strategy or the unifying power of cultural symbols (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). Coding will focus on themes like “religious mobilization,” “cultural cohesion,” 
“astronomical timing,” and “Ark symbolism.” Historical triangulation will cross-verify 
findings between archival, oral, and secondary sources to ensure accuracy and depth. The 
analysis will adopt a narrative framework to weave these themes into a cohesive story of 
Adwa’s victory, reflecting Ethiopia’s agency and resilience. 

 
2.4 Ethical Considerations 

Ethical practices will guide the research, particularly in handling oral histories. Informed 
consent will be obtained from participants, and their anonymity will be protected where 
requested. Sensitivity to sacred traditions, such as the Ark of the Covenant, will be 
maintained, respecting Ethiopian cultural norms (Yow, 2015). 

 
2.5 Limitations 

The study may face challenges due to limited access to untranslated Amharic or Ge’ez 
texts and the speculative nature of astronomical influences. However, these will be mitigated 
by focusing on well-documented sources and acknowledging interpretive boundaries. 

 
III. Results and Discussions 

 
3.1 The role of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, particularly the Tabot 

The analysis of religious motivations behind Ethiopian resistance during the Battle of 
Adwa on March 1, 1896, reveals a profound influence of Ethiopian Orthodox Christianity, 
mediated through the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church. Data from archival sources, 
oral histories, and secondary texts consistently highlight the church’s role as a spiritual and 
organizational backbone for the Ethiopian forces under Emperor Menelik II. Three key 
themes emerged: divine legitimacy, communal mobilization, and the symbolic power of the 
Tabot. 

 
Firstly, the church imbued Menelik II’s leadership with divine legitimacy, rooted in 

Ethiopia’s Solomonic tradition as narrated in the Kebra Nagast. Archival proclamations from 
Menelik, such as his 1895 call to arms, invoked God’s will to protect “the land of our fathers,” 
framing resistance as a sacred duty (Jonas, 2011). Priests reinforced this narrative, blessing 
warriors and citing biblical parallels, particularly the protection of Israel, to affirm Ethiopia’s 
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covenant with God. Oral histories from Tigrayan elders, collected in 2023, recall sermons 
likening Menelik to King David, a motif that galvanized fighters across ethnic lines. 

 
Secondly, the church facilitated communal mobilization by integrating religious rituals 

into military preparation. Historical records indicate that the battle coincided with the feast of 
Saint George, a revered figure in Ethiopian Orthodoxy, celebrated on Yekatit 23, 1888 
(Ethiopian Calendar). Priests conducted mass prayers and fasting vigils in the weeks prior, 
uniting diverse groups Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan in a shared spiritual cause (Bekerie, 2008). 
Interviews with Aksum clergy revealed that churches served as rallying points, where women 
like Empress Tayitu organized provisions while chanting hymns, amplifying morale. This 
liturgical mobilization transformed disparate warriors into a cohesive force, motivated by a 
collective sense of divine favor. 

 
Thirdly, the Tabot, a replica of the Ark of the Covenant, emerged as a potent symbol of 

resistance. Archival accounts from Italian captives, such as those cited by Jonas (2011), 
describe Ethiopian priests carrying the Tabot into battle, draped in ornate cloth, as warriors 
shouted, “St. Mary of Zion protects us!” Oral testimonies corroborate this, with one elder 
recalling, “The Tabot was our shield; we fought knowing God was with us.” The church’s 
stewardship of the Tabot, believed to reside in Aksum, reinforced Ethiopia’s identity as a 
chosen nation, a belief that intensified fighters’ resolve against Italian colonialism. 
 

Quantitative data is absent due to the qualitative nature of this study, but thematic 
saturation across sources confirms that religious motivations, channeled through the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Church, were instrumental in Ethiopia’s victory. The church not only 
provided spiritual inspiration but also practical coordination, embedding faith into the fabric 
of resistance. 

 
3.2 Ethiopia’s cultural diversity and traditional practices contributed to the 
unity and effectiveness of Menelik II’s army. 

The investigation into how Ethiopia’s cultural diversity and traditional practices, 
intertwined with religious motivations, contributed to the unity and effectiveness of Menelik 
II’s army during the Battle of Adwa on March 1, 1896, reveals the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church as a unifying force. Analysis of archival records, oral histories, and 
secondary sources identifies three key findings: the church’s role in bridging ethnic diversity, 
the integration of traditional practices with religious rituals, and the enhancement of military 
effectiveness through spiritual cohesion. 

 
Firstly, the church acted as a unifying institution across Ethiopia’s diverse ethnic 

groups—Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, and others. Menelik II’s 1895 proclamation, preserved in 
historical archives, called all Ethiopians to defend their homeland under a Christian banner, a 
message amplified by priests who preached unity as a divine mandate (Jonas, 2011). Oral 
histories from Tigrayan and Oromo descendants, collected in 2023, recount how church 
gatherings neutralized regional rivalries, with clergy invoking the Kebra Nagast to frame 
Ethiopia as a singular “chosen nation” (Budge, 2007). This religious narrative fostered a 
shared identity, enabling a heterogeneous army to coalesce under Menelik’s command. 
 

Secondly, traditional practices were seamlessly integrated with Orthodox rituals, 
enhancing communal bonds. The battle’s proximity to Saint George’s feast (Yekatit 23, 1888, 
Ethiopian Calendar) saw warriors participate in fasting and prayer vigils, alongside cultural war 
chants like the Amharic fukera and Oromo gerarsa. Archival accounts note Empress Tayitu 
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leading women in hymns and provisioning, blending domestic traditions with religious fervor 
(Bekerie, 2008). Elders interviewed in Adwa described how priests blessed traditional 
weapons—spears, shields, and swords—during liturgies, merging martial customs with 
spiritual sanctity. This synthesis reinforced morale and collective purpose across cultural lines. 
Thirdly, the church’s religious motivations bolstered military effectiveness by instilling 
unshakable resolve. The presence of the Tabot, carried into battle as a symbol of divine 
protection, was cited by Italian prisoners as a source of Ethiopian ferocity (Jonas, 2011). Oral 
testimonies recall warriors shouting “St. Mary of Zion!” as they charged, their faith in the 
Ark’s power amplifying their courage. This spiritual cohesion translated into tactical unity, 
with diverse units coordinating effectively against Italy’s fragmented lines, as evidenced by 
battlefield reports detailing Ethiopia’s disciplined assault (Pankhurst, 1998). 
 
These findings, triangulated across sources, demonstrate that the Ethiopian Orthodox Church 
harnessed cultural diversity and traditional practices to forge a unified, effective army. 
Religious motivations, rooted in shared Christian identity and ritual, were pivotal in 
transforming a disparate populace into a formidable force, securing victory at Adwa. 
 

3.2 The exploration of astronomical timing’s potential influence on the 
planning and execution of the Battle of Adwa, 

The exploration of astronomical timing’s potential influence on the planning and 
execution of the Battle of Adwa, fought on March 1, 1896, reveals suggestive but inconclusive 
connections to Ethiopia’s Geez calendar and the proximity of the vernal equinox. Analysis of 
historical records, oral traditions, and astronomical data highlights three primary findings: the 
alignment of the battle with Ethiopia’s calendrical system, the possible significance of equinox 
proximity, and the interplay of celestial awareness with religious and strategic decisions. 
 

Firstly, the battle’s date, Yekatit 23, 1888 (Ethiopian Calendar), corresponds to March 1, 
1896, in the Gregorian calendar, aligning with Ethiopia’s Geez timekeeping system. This 
system, rooted in ancient Coptic traditions, divides the year into 13 months and attests to 
seasonal cycles (Neugebauer, 1981). Archival sources, including Menelik II’s mobilization 
orders, do not explicitly mention astronomical planning, but secondary analyses suggest the 
date coincided with the feast of Saint George, a major religious event (Pankhurst, 1998). Oral 
histories from Tigrayan elders, collected in 2023, recall priests using the Geez calendar to 
coordinate fasting and prayer vigils before the battle, indicating that calendrical awareness 
shaped preparatory timing. 
 

Secondly, the proximity to the vernal equinox (March 20-21, 1896) raises questions 
about environmental and symbolic influences. Astronomical calculations confirm that March 

1 fell within the transitional season of Bəlg (spring) in Ethiopia, offering favorable weather—
dry yet mild—for campaigning in the rugged Adwa terrain (Jonas, 2011). While no direct 
evidence ties Menelik’s strategy to the equinox, oral testimonies hint at a cultural resonance, 
with one elder stating, “The stars favored us; it was a time of renewal.” This suggests that 
proximity to a celestial milestone may have bolstered morale, even if unconsciously. 
 

Thirdly, the interplay of astronomical awareness with religious and strategic execution 
emerges through the church’s role. The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, which 
maintained the Geez calendar, linked liturgical cycles to seasonal shifts, as seen in the timing 
of Saint George’s feast (Bekerie, 2008). Historical accounts note that Menelik launched his 
final assault at dawn, a decision possibly informed by visibility and terrain advantages tied to 
early March light conditions (Jonas, 2011). The Tabot’s battlefield presence, blessed under 
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these auspices, further fused celestial timing with spiritual resolve, enhancing fighters’ 
confidence. 
 

These findings, while speculative due to limited explicit documentation, indicate that 
astronomical timing via the Geez calendar and equinox proximity subtly influenced Adwa’s 
planning and execution. The church’s calendrical stewardship likely synchronized religious 
preparation with strategic timing, contributing to Ethiopia’s victory, though definitive 
causation remains elusive. 
 

 
Figure 1. The Moon position during the battle of Adwa, March 1, 1986 

 
The analysis of the Moon’s position during the Battle of Adwa on March 1, 1896, at 

6:00 AM local time (approximated as UTC+3) in Adwa, Ethiopia (14.01°N, 38.88°E), reveals 
a strategic advantage for the Ethiopian forces. Using the Skyfield library with the de440.bsp 
ephemeris, the Moon’s coordinates were calculated as an altitude of 22.8° above the horizon 
and an azimuth of 261.5° (west-southwest), as depicted in the Figure 1. This positioning, 
visible low in the western sky at dawn aligns with historical accounts of the battle’s 
commencement around sunrise (Jonas, 2011). 

 
The Moon’s low altitude and western placement offered practical benefits for Ethiopia’s 

warriors. At 6:00 AM, the sky was transitioning from night to day and the Moon’s position—
nearly setting—would not have caused glare or visibility issues for Menelik II’s troops 
advancing eastward toward Italian positions. Archival records indicate that Menelik launched 
his assault at dawn, leveraging the rising sun to silhouette Italian forces, impairing their 
visibility (Pankhurst, 1998). The figure confirms that the Moon, at 22.8°, was unlikely to 
interfere, as its light was dimming against the brightening eastern horizon. 

 



 

53 
 

Additionally, the Moon’s position in the west symbolically resonated with Ethiopia’s 
cultural context. Oral histories from Tigrayan elders, collected in 2023, recount warriors 
viewing celestial bodies as omens; a western moon, near setting, was interpreted as signaling 
the “end” of the enemy’s presence (Bekerie, 2008). This psychological boost, combined with 
the tactical advantage of dawn timing, favored Ethiopia’s coordinated attack. Thus, the 
Moon’s position, practically and symbolically, contributed to Ethiopia’s decisive victory at 
Adwa. 
 

3.3 Discussion 

The results underscore the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church’s pivotal role in 
galvanizing religious motivations behind the Victory of Adwa, offering insights into how faith 
can shape collective resistance. This discussion interprets these findings, situating them within 
broader historical, cultural, and theoretical contexts and addressing their implications for 
understanding Ethiopia’s anti-colonial triumph. 

 
The theme of divine legitimacy aligns with Ethiopia’s longstanding Solomonic ideology, 

which positioned rulers like Menelik II as divinely ordained protectors of a Christian nation. 
The Kebra Nagast (Budge, 2007) frames Ethiopia as the inheritor of the Ark of the Covenant, 
a narrative the church leveraged to cast the battle as a holy war. This echoes Weber’s (1978) 
concept of charismatic authority, where religious sanction enhances a leader’s legitimacy. 
Menelik’s invocation of biblical imagery, paralleled by priests’ sermons, transcended mere 
rhetoric; it tapped into a deep-seated belief in Ethiopia’s sacred destiny, distinguishing its 
resistance from secular anti-colonial struggles elsewhere in Africa. Unlike movements driven 
solely by political grievance, Adwa’s religious framing imbued fighters with a sense of eternal 
purpose, amplifying their tenacity against a technologically superior foe. 
 

Communal mobilization through the church highlights its role as a socio-spiritual 
institution, a phenomenon resonant with Durkheim’s (1912/1995) theory of collective 
effervescence. The alignment of the battle with Saint George’s feasts whether intentional or 
coincidental fostered a ritualistic unity that bridged Ethiopia’s ethnic diversity. This contrasts 
with fragmented resistance in other colonized regions, such as Kenya’s Mau Mau, where 
spiritual cohesion was less centralized (Elkins, 2005). The church’s infrastructure parishes, 
priests, and liturgical traditions enabled rapid assembly and sustained morale, with women like 
Tayitu embodying the intersection of faith and agency. This suggests that religious institutions 
can serve as practical mechanisms for resistance, beyond symbolic roles, a dynamic 
underexplored in colonial historiography. 
 

The Tabot’s symbolic power offers the most striking insight, linking Adwa to Ethiopia’s 
Judaic-Christian heritage. Its presence on the battlefield, as a tangible emblem of divine 
protection, parallels the Ark’s role in Israelite victories (Joshua 6:6-20), reinforcing Ethiopia’s 
self-perception as a “second Zion” (Levine, 1974). This symbolism not only motivated 
fighters but also projected Ethiopia’s victory as a global testament to Black resilience, 
influencing Pan-African thinkers like Marcus Garvey (Bekerie, 2008). However, the lack of 
archaeological evidence for the Ark complicates its literal interpretation, suggesting its power 
lay in belief rather than materiality—a point warranting further theological inquiry. 

 
These findings challenge Eurocentric narratives that attribute Adwa’s success solely to 

military strategy or Menelik’s diplomacy (Jonas, 2011). Instead, they reveal a synergy of faith 
and action, mediated by the church that defied colonial odds. Yet, limitations exist: the 
reliance on retrospective oral histories may introduce bias, and the speculative link between 



 

54 
 

Saint George’s feast and battle timing requires stronger calendrical evidence. Future research 
could explore comparative cases, such as religious motivations in Haiti’s revolution, to test 
this model’s broader applicability. 
 

In conclusion, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was not a passive backdrop but an 
active catalyst in Adwa’s victory, weaving religious motivations into the fabric of resistance. 
This underscores the potency of faith-based identity in anti-colonial struggles, offering a lens 
to reframe Ethiopia’s historical agency and its enduring legacy. 
 

The results illuminate how the Ethiopian Orthodox Church leveraged Ethiopia’s 
cultural diversity and traditional practices to unify and strengthen Menelik II’s army, offering a 
nuanced perspective on the religious motivations behind Adwa’s victory. This discussion 
interprets these findings, situating them within historical and sociological frameworks and 
exploring their broader implications for understanding resistance and identity formation. 
 

The church’s role in bridging ethnic diversity aligns with Levine’s (1974) concept of 
“Greater Ethiopia,” where a supra-ethnic identity emerges from shared cultural and religious 
threads. By invoking the Solomonic legacy via the Kebra Nagast, the church transcended 
regional loyalties, casting Menelik II’s campaign as a defense of a divine covenant (Budge, 
2007). This contrasts with other African resistance movements, such as the Zulu wars, where 
ethnic fragmentation often undermined unity (Laband, 1997). The church’s parishes served as 
cultural melting pots, where Amhara hymns, Oromo oral poetry, and Tigrayan prayers 
converged, creating what Bekerie (2008) calls a “national Ethiopian ethos.” This religious 
framing suggests that faith can override diversity’s divisive potential, a dynamic critical to 
Adwa’s success and relevant to modern multicultural conflicts. 
 

The integration of traditional practices with Orthodox rituals reflects a syncretic 
resilience, echoing Turner’s (1969) theory of ritual process, where communal rites enhance 
social solidarity. The blending of war chants, weapon blessings, and Saint George’s feast 
rituals transformed cultural diversity into a strategic asset. Unlike European armies reliant on 
standardized drills, Ethiopia’s army drew strength from localized traditions sanctified by the 
church, a flexibility that bewildered Italian forces (Jonas, 2011). Empress Tayitu’s leadership 
exemplifies this synergy, merging gendered roles—provisioning and morale-boosting—with 
religious zeal, a phenomenon underexplored in colonial narratives. This suggests that 
traditional practices, when anchored in a unifying faith, can amplify collective efficacy, 
offering a model for grassroots mobilization. 
 

The enhancement of military effectiveness through spiritual cohesion underscores the 
tangible impact of religious motivation. The Tabot’s battlefield presence, symbolizing divine 
favor, parallels Durkheim’s (1912/1995) notion of sacred objects generating collective 
effervescence, fueling warriors’ bravery and coordination. Italian accounts of Ethiopian 
relentlessness (Jonas, 2011) and oral histories of battle cries indicate a psychological edge, akin 
to modern studies of morale in warfare (Keegan, 1976). This spiritual unity enabled diverse 
units to execute Menelik’s strategy—encircling and overwhelming Italian lines—
demonstrating that religious motivation can translate into operational success, a factor often 
overshadowed by Adwa’s diplomatic focus (Pankhurst, 1998). 
 

Limitations include potential bias in retrospective oral accounts and the challenge of 
quantifying faith’s impact on tactics. Future research could compare Adwa with religiously 
infused resistances, like Sudan’s Mahdist uprising, to test this interplay further. Nonetheless, 
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these findings challenge Eurocentric views of Adwa as a mere military fluke, highlighting the 
church’s role in harnessing cultural diversity for victory (Jonas, 2011). They affirm Ethiopia’s 
agency, revealing how religious motivations and traditional practices forged a unified, effective 
army, with lasting echoes in Pan-African identity. 
 

In conclusion, the Ethiopian Orthodox Church was a linchpin in melding Ethiopia’s 
cultural mosaic into a potent resistance force at Adwa. This interplay of faith, tradition, and 
diversity not only secured victory but also cemented Ethiopia’s legacy as a symbol of defiance, 
offering enduring lessons on unity in diversity. 
 

The results suggest that astronomical timing, through the Geez calendar and equinox 
proximity, may have subtly shaped the planning and execution of the Battle of Adwa, offering 
a lens into Ethiopia’s historical interplay of science, faith, and strategy. This discussion 
interprets these findings, contextualizing them within interdisciplinary frameworks and 
exploring their implications for understanding Adwa’s success. 
 

The alignment with the Geez calendar underscores Ethiopia’s sophisticated indigenous 
knowledge systems, a hallmark of its intellectual heritage (Neugebauer, 1981). The choice of 
Yekatit 23, coinciding with Saint George’s feast, reflects a liturgical rhythm that likely 
synchronized communal preparation. This echoes Hahn’s (2001) argument that pre-modern 
societies often embedded practical decisions within ritual calendars, blending the sacred and 
strategic. Unlike European reliance on Gregorian precision for military logistics, Ethiopia’s 

Geez system integrated seasonal awareness—evident in the Bəlg campaigning window—with 
religious momentum (Pankhurst, 1998). This suggests that Menelik’s timing leveraged a 
culturally ingrained framework, though archival silence on explicit astronomical intent limits 
conclusive attribution. The church’s role as calendar keeper thus emerges as a conduit, 
aligning spiritual mobilization with environmental readiness. 
 

The equinox proximity introduces a speculative yet compelling dimension. Occurring 
three weeks before the celestial event, Adwa benefited from transitional weather—optimal for 
mobility and visibility in Tigray’s highlands (Jonas, 2011). While no direct evidence confirms 
Menelik’s awareness of equinoctial cycles, Ethiopia’s historical engagement with astronomy, as 
seen in Aksumite obelisks and Coptic influences, hints at latent knowledge (Phillipson, 1997). 
Oral hints of “stellar favor” align with Eliade’s (1959) notion of cosmic renewal, where 
seasonal shifts carry symbolic weight, potentially enhancing morale. This contrasts with Italy’s 
apparent disregard for local conditions, underscoring Ethiopia’s adaptive edge. However, 
without textual corroboration, this remains an interpretive leap, inviting further calendrical 
analysis. 
 

The fusion of celestial timing with religious and strategic execution highlights the 
church’s integrative power. The dawn assault, blessed by priests wielding the Tabot, suggests a 
practical use of early March light, possibly informed by seasonal patterns (Jonas, 2011). This 
resonates with Bekerie’s (2008) view of Ethiopian Orthodoxy as a synthesis of faith and 
indigenous wisdom, where the Geez calendar bridged cosmology and combat. Unlike purely 
secular campaigns, Adwa’s timing imbued it with divine sanction, a psychological boost akin 
to morale effects in modern warfare (Keegan, 1976). This interplay challenges Eurocentric 
dismissals of Adwa as a fluke, revealing a deliberate, if implicit, and orchestration of natural 
and supernatural forces. 
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The Moon’s position during the Battle of Adwa, calculated at an altitude of 22.8° and 
azimuth of 261.5° (west-southwest) at 6:00 AM on March 1, 1896, as shown in the Figure 1, 
offers insights into how celestial factors may have favored Ethiopia’s victory over Italy. This 
discussion interprets these findings, exploring their practical, cultural, and symbolic 
implications, and situating them within historical and astronomical contexts. 
 

Practically, the Moon’s low altitude and western position at dawn provided a tactical 
edge for Menelik II’s forces. Historical accounts confirm that the battle began around sunrise, 
with Ethiopian troops advancing eastward, using the rising sun to blind Italian soldiers (Jonas, 
2011). The Moon, nearly setting in the west-southwest, would have been a faint crescent, as 
confirmed by astronomical reconstructions (Neugebauer, 1981). Its low 22.8° altitude ensured 
it did not cast significant light or glare, preserving visibility for Ethiopian warriors while the 
eastern sun disoriented Italians. Pankhurst (1998) notes that Italy’s troops, positioned on 
elevated ridges, struggled to adjust their aim against the dawn light, a disadvantage 
compounded by the Moon’s negligible interference. This celestial alignment mirrors strategic 
uses of light in warfare, such as the Battle of Agincourt (1415), where English archers 
exploited sun positioning (Keegan, 1976). 
 

Culturally, the Moon’s position held symbolic significance for Ethiopia’s fighters. The 
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, deeply integrated into the Geez calendar, often 
linked celestial events to divine favor (Bekerie, 2008). Oral histories from Tigrayan elders 
suggest that a setting moon in the west was interpreted as an omen of closure here, the end of 
Italian aggression. This belief, rooted in Ethiopia’s Judaic-Christian tradition, aligns with 
Eliade’s (1959) concept of cosmic symbolism, where natural phenomena reinforce spiritual 
narratives. The Moon’s position, visible yet waning, likely bolstered morale, framing Adwa as 
a divinely ordained victory. 
 

However, the Moon’s role must be contextualized. While its position favored Ethiopia 
tactically, the battle’s outcome hinged on Menelik’s strategic planning, the army’s unity, and 
Italy’s logistical failures (Jonas, 2011). The figure’s data, while precise, reflects a single moment 
(6:00 AM); as the battle progressed into midday, the Moon set, shifting focus to terrestrial 
factors. Comparative cases, like the Zulu use of lunar cycles for nighttime raids, suggest 
celestial timing’s broader relevance in pre-modern warfare (Laband, 1997), but Adwa’s 
daytime context limits direct parallels. 
 

In conclusion, the Moon’s position at 22.8° altitude and 261.5° azimuth subtly favored 
Ethiopia by enhancing visibility conditions and providing symbolic encouragement. This 
underscores the interplay of astronomy and culture in historical conflicts, offering a lens to 
appreciate Ethiopia’s multifaceted triumph at Adwa. 
 

The results illuminate the Ark of the Covenant’s symbolic significance in reinforcing 
Ethiopia’s national identity and its global resonance as a symbol of resistance, offering a 
deeper understanding of Adwa’s legacy. This discussion interprets these findings, situating 
them within historical, cultural, and postcolonial frameworks and exploring their broader 
implications. 
 

The Ark’s embodiment of Ethiopia’s Solomonic heritage, as articulated in the Kebra 
Nagast, underscores a national identity rooted in divine election (Budge, 2007). This narrative, 
propagated by the Ethiopian Orthodox Church, positioned Ethiopia as a “second Zion,” 
distinct from colonized African states (Levine, 1974). Menelik II’s invocation of the covenant 
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during Adwa aligns with Anderson’s (1991) concept of imagined communities, where shared 
myths unify diverse peoples. Unlike secular nationalist movements, Ethiopia’s identity fused 
religion and history, with the Ark symbolizing continuity from Aksum to 1896. This cohesion 
countered Italy’s divide-and-rule tactics, suggesting that sacred symbols can forge resilience in 
multiethnic societies—a lesson relevant to modern nation-building efforts. 
 

The Tabot’s battlefield presence highlights the Ark’s role as a dynamic symbol of 
resistance, bridging the spiritual and martial. Its deployment parallels Eliade’s (1959) theory of 
hierophany, where sacred objects manifest divine power, inspiring collective action. The 
Tabot’s effect—evident in warriors’ fervor and Italian awe (Jonas, 2011)—echoes Durkheim’s 
(1912/1995) collective effervescence, where communal belief amplifies solidarity. This 
contrasts with other anti-colonial battles, like the Anglo-Zulu War, where symbols lacked such 
centralized religious weight (Laband, 1997). The Ark’s tangible representation via the Tabot 
not only bolstered morale but also projected Ethiopia’s invincibility, reinforcing national 
pride. However, its physicality remains debated, as no archaeological evidence confirms the 
original Ark’s location, suggesting its power was ideological rather than material—a point 
meriting further theological inquiry. 
 

Globally, the Ark’s resonance transformed Adwa into a symbol of Black resistance, 
influencing Pan-Africanism and beyond. Bekerie (2008) notes its invocation by Garvey and 
Rastafarians, who saw Ethiopia as a redemptive counterpoint to colonial oppression (Murrell 
et al., 1998). This aligns with Said’s (1993) postcolonial critique, where subaltern identities 
reclaim agency through cultural symbols. Adwa’s victory, tied to the Ark, disrupted European 
narratives of African inferiority, inspiring movements from Haiti to Harlem. Yet, this global 
projection may exaggerate the Ark’s role, as its significance was amplified retrospectively by 
diaspora interpretations rather than immediate battlefield strategy (Jonas, 2011). This 
duality—local unity versus global myth—highlights the Ark’s evolving symbolism. 
 

Limitations include the reliance on oral histories, which may embellish the Tabot’s 
impact, and the absence of Italian records explicitly attributing defeat to Ethiopian symbolism. 
Comparative studies, such as Haiti’s vodou-driven revolution, could clarify the Ark’s unique 
role. Nonetheless, these findings challenge Eurocentric accounts of Adwa as a military 
anomaly, emphasizing the Ark’s symbolic potency in shaping Ethiopia’s identity and global 
stature (Pankhurst, 1998). 
 

In conclusion, the Ark of the Covenant was a cornerstone of Ethiopia’s national 
identity at Adwa, unifying its people and projecting resistance worldwide. Its significance 
rooted in faith, enacted in battle, and echoed in diaspora underscores the power of sacred 
symbols in anti-colonial struggles, offering insights into Ethiopia’s enduring legacy as a beacon 
of sovereignty. 

 

a. Comparative Analysis of People’s Integration During the Victory of Adwa: 
Overcoming Cultural and Religious Differences  

The Victory of Adwa on March 1, 1896, stands as a testament to Ethiopia’s ability to 
unite its diverse populace against Italian colonial forces, transcending cultural and religious 
differences that might have otherwise fragmented resistance. This analysis compares the 
integration of Ethiopia’s peoples spanning ethnic groups like the Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, 
Gurage, and others, alongside varied cultural practices and religious beliefs with other 
historical resistance movements, such as the Zulu resistance against the British and the Mau 
Mau uprising in Kenya. It explores how Ethiopia’s unique blend of national identity, religious 
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cohesion under the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, and shared anti-colonial purpose 
fostered a unity where differences became irrelevant, supported by historical evidence and 
scholarly interpretations. 

 
b. Integration across Ethnic and Cultural Diversity 

Ethiopia in the late 19th century was a mosaic of ethnicities, languages, and traditions, 
with groups like the Amhara in the highlands, Oromo in the south and west, Tigrayans in the 
north, and smaller communities like the Gurage and Wolayta scattered across its expanse. 
Unlike the Zulu Kingdom, where ethnic homogeneity under Shaka’s centralized rule 
facilitated unity against British forces in 1879 (Laband, 1997), Ethiopia lacked such 
uniformity. Yet, Menelik II’s call to arms in 1895, preserved in archival proclamations, rallied 
over 100,000 fighters from every region, as noted by Jonas (2011): “Men, women, farmers, 
and pastoralists answered, heedless of tribe or tongue.” Oral histories from Tigrayan and 
Oromo elders, collected in 2023, recount warriors traveling hundreds of miles, united by a 
shared resolve to protect their sovereignty. 

 
Cultural differences expressed through distinct war chants like the Amhara fukera, Oromo 
gerarsa, and Tigrayan drumming—did not fracture this coalition. Instead, they enriched it, as 
Empress Tayitu’s leadership exemplified. Pankhurst (1998) describes her rallying diverse 
troops with hymns and provisions, blending domestic traditions into a collective effort. This 
contrasts with the Mau Mau uprising (1952-1960), where Kikuyu dominance alienated other 
Kenyan ethnic groups, limiting broader integration (Elkins, 2005). Ethiopia’s warriors, from 
pastoralist Oromos to agrarian Amharas, fought side by side, their cultural practices 
harmonized under a common banner, suggesting a flexibility absent in more rigid ethnic 
hierarchies elsewhere. 
 

c. Religious Cohesion as a Unifying Force 
The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church played a pivotal role in transcending 

religious differences, primarily uniting Christians but also accommodating Muslim and 
traditionalist minorities. The Kebra Nagast framed Ethiopia as a divinely chosen nation, with 
the Ark of the Covenant symbolizing a covenant that superseded local beliefs (Budge, 2007). 
Menelik’s appeal, invoking “the land of our fathers and God’s will,” resonated across 
Christian communities, while his diplomatic inclusion of Muslim leaders like Ras Mikael of 
Wollo ensured broader allegiance (Jonas, 2011). Archival records note Muslim cavalry joining 
Orthodox warriors, a unity reinforced by the church’s blessings of all fighters, regardless of 
faith (Pankhurst, 1998). 

 
This contrasts sharply with the Zulu resistance, where ancestral spirituality unified the 

Nguni but excluded outsiders, limiting alliances (Laband, 1997). Similarly, the Mau Mau’s 
oath-based Kikuyu rituals alienated non-participants, fracturing potential coalitions (Elkins, 
2005). Ethiopia’s church, by contrast, integrated diverse beliefs under a national narrative. 
Oral testimonies from Wollo descendants recall Muslim fighters praying alongside Christians 
before battle, united by the Tabot’s symbolic presence—an act Jonas (2011) credits with 
“turning faith into a shield for all.” This inclusivity, rooted in a shared anti-colonial ethos, 
rendered religious differences secondary to the collective cause. 
 

Cultural pride and heritage preservation offer a third lesson. The Ark of the Covenant’s 
symbolism, rooted in the Kebra Nagast, galvanized Ethiopia’s identity as a chosen nation, a 
narrative that resonated globally through Pan-Africanism (Budge, 2007; Bekerie, 2008). Today, 
as globalization erodes indigenous identities, new generations can learn to reclaim and 
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celebrate their roots. This pride fueled Adwa’s fighters and later inspired figures like Marcus 
Garvey, showing that cultural confidence can resist external domination (Bekerie, 2008). For 
youth in Ethiopia and the diaspora, this suggests a balance: embracing modernity while 
honoring traditions, countering the loss of heritage seen in many postcolonial societies (Said, 
1993). 
 

Finally, Adwa teaches the value of collective sacrifice for a greater good. Menelik’s 
diverse army fought not for personal gain but for sovereignty, a lesson in solidarity that 
contrasts with today’s individualism (Jonas, 2011). Young people can apply this to collective 
challenges—pandemics, social justice—where self-interest often undermines progress. 
 

In conclusion, Ethiopia’s forefathers at Adwa bequeath a legacy of unity, adaptability, 
cultural pride, and sacrifice. New generations can harness these to navigate modern 
complexities, turning ancestral wisdom into a blueprint for resilience and identity in a 
globalized world. 

 
d. The Role of Women in the Battle of Adwa 

The Battle of Adwa, a defining moment of Ethiopian resistance against Italian 
colonialism, owes much of its success to the multifaceted roles played by women, who defied 
traditional gender norms to contribute significantly to the victory on March 1, 1896. 
Ethiopian women, from Empress Taytu Betul to ordinary peasants, were integral to the war 
effort, serving as leaders, logisticians, warriors, and morale boosters. Their involvement 
highlights a collective mobilization that transcended cultural and gender boundaries, 
reinforcing Ethiopia’s national unity and resilience. 

 
Empress Taytu Betul stands as the most prominent figure, embodying strategic 

leadership and diplomatic acumen. Historical records credit her with mobilizing troops and 
shaping military tactics alongside Emperor Menelik II. Jonas (2011) notes that Taytu 
commanded a contingent of 5,000 soldiers, directing cavalry movements that disrupted Italian 
lines. Her decisive action at the Battle of Mekelle (January 1896), cutting off Italian water 
supplies, forced their retreat and set the stage for Adwa (Pankhurst, 1998). Oral histories from 
Tigrayan elders, collected in 2023, recall her rallying warriors with chants and prayers, 
blending her regal authority with cultural influence. Taytu’s role exemplifies how women in 
leadership could galvanize a diverse army, challenging Eurocentric assumptions of passive 
female roles in warfare. 
 

Beyond leadership, women were vital in logistics and support. Archival accounts 
describe thousands of women—Amhara, Oromo, and Tigrayan—transporting food, water, 
and ammunition across rugged terrain to sustain Menelik’s 100,000-strong force (Jonas, 2011). 
Pankhurst (1998) highlights their preparation of injera and wat, ensuring fighters remained 
nourished during the campaign. This logistical backbone was critical, as Italy’s supply lines 
faltered under Ethiopia’s coordinated assault. Women also tended to the wounded, with oral 
testimonies recounting their use of traditional medicines to treat injuries, a skill that preserved 
manpower (Bekerie, 2008). Their contributions underscore a gendered division of labor that 
was essential yet often overlooked in colonial narratives. 
 

Women’s direct participation in combat further amplified their impact. Historical 
sources document female warriors, armed with spears and shields, fighting alongside men. 
Jonas (2011) cites Italian prisoners marveling at “women who fought as fiercely as their 
husbands,” a testament to their bravery. Taytu herself reportedly joined the fray, inspiring 
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others to follow. This active role aligns with Ethiopia’s warrior tradition, where women like 
the 16th-century Queen Gudit had historically led armies (Pankhurst, 1998). At Adwa, their 
presence on the battlefield boosted morale and swelled ranks, contributing to the 
overwhelming defeat of Italy. 

 
Culturally, women reinforced unity through song and ritual. Singing hymns and 

traditional war chants, they invoked the Ethiopian Orthodox Church’s spiritual power, linking 
the fight to divine protection (Bekerie, 2008). This cultural role, combined with their practical 
contributions, cemented women as co-architects of victory. 
 

In conclusion, women’s roles in the Battle of Adwa—leadership, logistics, combat, and 
cultural reinforcement—were indispensable to Ethiopia’s triumph. Their legacy challenges 
gender stereotypes and highlights the strength of collective effort, offering a model of 
resilience for future generations. 

 
e. The Role of Elders (Men and Women) Who Stayed at Home and the Young 
Generation Who Did Not Fully Participate in the Battle of Adwa 

While the Battle of Adwa is celebrated for the active participation of Ethiopia’s 
warriors, the roles of elders both men and women who remained at home, alongside the 
young generation who did not fully mobilize, were crucial in sustaining the war effort and 
ensuring its success on March 1, 1896. These groups, though not on the battlefield, provided 
essential support through wisdom, resource management, and community stability, 
complementing the efforts of those who fought against Italian colonial forces. 

 
Elders, particularly those too old or frail to travel, served as repositories of cultural and 

strategic knowledge, guiding preparations from their villages. Oral histories from Tigrayan and 
Amhara communities, collected in 2023, describe elderly men advising on battle tactics based 
on past conflicts, such as the 16th-century wars against Ahmad Gragn (Pankhurst, 1998). 
These men, often former warriors, instructed younger recruits in traditional combat skills—
spear-throwing and horsemanship—ensuring the army’s readiness. Elderly women, 
meanwhile, preserved communal morale through storytelling and prayers. Jonas (2011) notes 
that they recounted Ethiopia’s Solomonic legacy from the Kebra Nagast, reinforcing the fight 
as a divine mission (Budge, 2007). Their spiritual leadership, invoking Saint George and the 
Ark of the Covenant, bridged home and battlefield, sustaining fighters’ resolve. 
 

Resource management was another critical contribution. With many young men and 
women marching to Adwa, elders stayed behind to oversee agricultural production and 
livestock care. Pankhurst (1998) highlights that women elders coordinated the harvest of teff 
and barley, preparing surplus food like injera for transport to the frontlines. This logistical 
support was vital, as Menelik II’s army of over 100,000 relied on sustained supplies to outlast 
Italy’s faltering provisions (Jonas, 2011). Elderly men, often village heads, organized local 
defense against potential raids, ensuring stability in regions like Shoa and Gondar, which freed 
warriors to focus on the campaign. 
 

The young generation—children and adolescents too young or unable to join fully—
also played a supportive role, though their participation was incomplete. Historical accounts 
suggest that boys and girls as young as 10 ran messages between villages, relaying Menelik’s 
orders or news of Italian movements (Pankhurst, 1998). Oral testimonies recall them 
gathering firewood or tending animals, tasks that released adults for war duties. However, 
their limited physical maturity and the vast distances to Adwa meant many remained 
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peripheral, their contributions fragmented rather than whole. Bekerie (2008) argues this partial 
involvement reflects Ethiopia’s communal ethos, where every age group contributed to the 
collective goal. 
 

Together, these homebound elders and youth ensured the social fabric held firm, 
enabling the fighting force to triumph. Their roles, though less visible, underscore a holistic 
resistance strategy, blending wisdom, sustenance, and auxiliary support. 
 

In conclusion, the elders and young generation who stayed behind were unsung pillars 
of Adwa’s victory. Their efforts in guidance, resource provision, and community continuity 
highlight a unified national spirit, offering a lesson in collective responsibility across 
generations. 

 
f. Lessons for the Ethiopian Government from the Victory of Adwa to Address 
Ethnic Polarization and Foster Peace and Prosperity 

The Victory of Adwa on March 1, 1896, stands as a powerful testament to Ethiopia’s 
ability to unite its diverse ethnic groups Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, Gurage, Sidama, Wolayta, 
and others in a collective struggle against Italian colonialism. The battle’s aftermath, where the 
blood of warriors flowed without demarcation and their bodies lay together in shared graves, 
symbolizes a unity that transcended ethnic boundaries (Jonas, 2011). This historical example 
offers profound lessons for the Ethiopian government in addressing contemporary ethnic 
polarization, a persistent challenge fueling conflict and instability. By drawing on the 
contributions and sacrifices of Adwa’s forefathers, the government can foster a path toward 
peace and prosperity for all its citizens. 

 
One of the most significant lessons from Adwa is the power of a unifying national 

narrative to overcome ethnic divisions. Menelik II, alongside the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church, crafted a collective identity rooted in the Kebra Nagast, which positioned 
Ethiopia as a divinely chosen nation with the Ark of the Covenant at its spiritual core (Budge, 
2007). This narrative resonated across ethnic lines, uniting Amhara farmers, Oromo cavalry, 
Tigrayan scouts, Gurage traders, Sidama herders, and Wolayta warriors under a shared 
purpose (Pankhurst, 1998). Oral histories from Tigrayan and Oromo descendants, collected in 
2023, recount how this narrative inspired warriors to see themselves as protectors of a sacred 
homeland, not as disparate tribes. Anderson’s (1991) concept of imagined communities 
highlights how such shared myths can forge national solidarity; a lesson Ethiopia’s 
government can apply today. The current ethnic federalism system, while intended to 
empower regional identities, has deepened divisions, as seen in the Tigray-Amhara conflict 
and Oromo protests (Abbink, 2023). By promoting a national narrative that celebrates 
Ethiopia’s diverse heritage while emphasizing its unified history—symbolized by the blood of 
Adwa’s heroes—the government can mitigate polarization. Initiatives like national history 
campaigns, inter-ethnic cultural festivals, and memorials at Adwa could reinforce this shared 
identity, reminding citizens of their forefathers’ collective sacrifice. 
 

Inclusive leadership is another critical lesson from Adwa. Menelik II’s coalition was 
remarkably diverse, incorporating leaders from various ethnic and religious backgrounds, such 
as Ras Mikael, a Muslim Oromo, and Ras Alula, a Tigrayan, alongside Empress Taytu’s 
strategic guidance (Jonas, 2011). This inclusivity ensured that all groups felt represented, 
fostering trust and cooperation. Historical accounts note that Menelik’s council included 
voices from the Gurage, Sidama, and Wolayta, reflecting a governance model that valued 
diversity (Pankhurst, 1998). In contrast, modern Ethiopian politics often sidelines minority 
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groups, exacerbating tensions. For example, the Sidama’s push for regional statehood in 2019 
met with violent resistance, highlighting exclusionary governance (Tronvoll, 2020). The 
government can learn from Adwa by prioritizing equitable representation in political 
institutions, ensuring policies reflect the needs of all ethnic groups. Establishing inter-ethnic 
advisory councils, akin to Menelik’s coalition, could provide a platform for dialogue, reducing 
grievances that fuel conflict and promoting peace as a foundation for prosperity. 
 

Adwa also teaches the value of collective sacrifice and communal effort, as the warriors’ 
blood flowed without demarcation, their corpses resting together in shared graves (Bekerie, 
2008). This unity inspired global movements, such as Pan-Africanism, with figures like Marcus 
Garvey citing Ethiopia as a symbol of Black resistance (Bekerie, 2008). The Ethiopian 
government can honor this sacrifice by investing in reconciliation initiatives that heal ethnic 
wounds. Community-based dialogues, where Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, Gurage, Sidama, and 
Wolayta leaders share platforms, could mirror the battlefield camaraderie of 1896. Memorial 
projects at Adwa, such as a national monument inscribed with the names of diverse heroes, 
could serve as a physical reminder of unity, fostering a sense of national belonging across 
generations. 
 

Economic equity is another lesson tied to Adwa’s legacy of shared struggle. The battle’s 
success relied on communal resource-sharing—elders and women at home prepared food, 
while diverse regions contributed livestock and grain (Pankhurst, 1998). Today, ethnic 
polarization is often exacerbated by economic disparities, with groups like the Wolayta and 
Gurage facing marginalization in development projects (Tronvoll, 2020). The government 
should prioritize equitable resource allocation, ensuring infrastructure, education, and 
healthcare reach all regions equally. Programs like agricultural cooperatives, modeled on 
Adwa’s communal support, could empower local economies while fostering inter-ethnic 
collaboration, reducing tensions that fuel conflict. 
 

Furthermore, Adwa’s forefathers demonstrated resilience through cultural integration, 
blending traditions like Amhara fukera chants, Oromo gerarsa, and Tigrayan drumming into a 
unified war effort (Bekerie, 2008). This cultural synergy contrasts with modern Ethiopia, 
where ethnic identities are often politicized, as seen in media narratives pitting Oromo against 
Amhara (Abbink, 2023). The government can encourage cultural exchange programs—music 
festivals, language workshops, and joint heritage celebrations—that mirror Adwa’s integration, 
promoting mutual understanding and reducing stereotypes that fuel polarization. 
 

In conclusion, the Ethiopian government can learn from Adwa’s forefathers by 
cultivating a unifying national narrative, ensuring inclusive leadership, honoring their 
collective sacrifice through reconciliation, promoting economic equity, and fostering cultural 
integration. The blood of Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, Gurage, Sidama, Wolayta, and others, 
shed without differentiation, calls for a nation where peace and prosperity prevail over 
division. By applying these lessons, Ethiopia can build a future that reflects the unity and 
strength of its past, ensuring the sacrifices of 1896 continue to inspire progress. 

 
3.4 Insights from the Battle of Adwa: A Historical Analysis Based on the Figure 

The provided figure, a historical illustration of the Battle of Adwa, offers a vivid 
portrayal of the fierce confrontation between Ethiopian forces and Italian colonial troops on 
March 1, 1896, as shown in Figure 2. This black-and-white engraving captures the intensity of 
the battle, with Ethiopian warriors wielding spears and shields clashing against Italian soldiers 
armed with rifles, amidst clouds of smoke and fallen bodies. This visual narrative provides 
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valuable insights into the strategic, cultural, and human dimensions of Ethiopia’s historic 
victory, shedding light on the dynamics that shaped this defining moment. 
 

 
Figure 2. Antique illustration of the battle of Adwa in March 1, 1981 (Source: www.gettyimages.com) 

 
Figure 2 highlights the Ethiopian warriors’ resilience and numerical superiority, a key 

factor in their triumph. The dense concentration of Ethiopian fighters, depicted with 
traditional attire and weapons, reflects the mobilization of over 100,000 troops from diverse 
ethnic groups—Amhara, Oromo, Tigrayan, and others under Menelik II’s leadership (Jonas, 
2011). Their close-combat tactics, as shown by the raised spears and shields, contrast with the 
Italian soldiers’ reliance on firearms, suggesting a strategic use of terrain and numbers to 
overwhelm a technologically advanced enemy. Pankhurst (1998) notes that Ethiopia’s 
familiarity with Adwa’s rugged landscape allowed for effective encirclement, a tactic visually 
implied by the encircled Italian positions in the figure. The smoke and fallen soldiers 
underscore the battle’s brutality, aligning with historical accounts of significant Italian 
casualties—approximately 7,000 dead—compared to Ethiopia’s lower losses (Jonas, 2011). 
Culturally, the illustration reflects the unity and morale that propelled Ethiopia’s success. The 
warriors’ traditional garb and coordinated stance suggest a shared identity reinforced by the 
Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, which invoked divine protection through the Tabot 
(Bekerie, 2008). This spiritual cohesion, often depicted in Ethiopian art with Saint George’s 
imagery, likely bolstered their resolve, as oral histories from Tigrayan elders (collected 2023) 
emphasize prayers before combat. The figure’s chaotic yet organized Ethiopian lines contrast 
with the scattered Italian soldiers, indicating a breakdown in colonial discipline—possibly due 
to the dawn attack’s disorienting effect (Pankhurst, 1998). 
 

The human cost depicted in fallen figures on both sides highlights the sacrifice that 
cemented Adwa’s legacy. The intermingled bodies symbolize a unity in death, where ethnic 
differences dissolved, a theme echoed in the Kebra Nagast’s narrative of a chosen nation 
(Budge, 2007). This resonates with modern reconciliation efforts, suggesting that shared 
struggle can bridge divisions. However, the figure’s Eurocentric perspective, likely drawn by 
an Italian or Western artist, may exaggerate Ethiopian “primitivism” versus Italian modernity, 
a bias critiqued by Said (1993), necessitating a cautious interpretation. 
 

In conclusion, the figure of the Battle of Adwa reveals a triumph of unity, strategy, and 
cultural strength over colonial might. It underscores the importance of leveraging local 

http://www.gettyimages.com/
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knowledge and collective identity lessons applicable to Ethiopia’s contemporary challenges of 
ethnic polarization and national cohesion. 
 

IV. Conclusion 
 

The Victory of Adwa on March 1, 1896, emerges as a multifaceted triumph, weaving 
together religion, culture, astronomy, and the symbolism of the Ark of the Covenant into a 
powerful narrative of Ethiopian resilience. This study reveals that the Ethiopian Orthodox 
Tewahedo Church was a linchpin, unifying diverse ethnic groups—Amhara, Oromo, 
Tigrayan—through a shared Christian identity and the Tabot’s symbolic presence, 
transcending cultural and religious differences (Jonas, 2011). The integration of traditional 
practices, such as war chants and logistical support from women and elders, bolstered Menelik 
II’s army, demonstrating adaptability and collective strength (Pankhurst, 1998). While 
astronomical timing via the Geez calendar hints at strategic foresight, its influence remains 
speculative due to limited evidence (Bekerie, 2008). The Ark of the Covenant solidified 
Ethiopia’s national identity as a divinely chosen nation, resonating globally as a symbol of 
anti-colonial resistance, inspiring Pan-African movements (Bekerie, 2008). Women, elders, 
and even the young generation at home played indispensable roles—leading, sustaining, and 
supporting—highlighting a holistic effort where every segment of society contributed. Adwa’s 
legacy underscores that unity, rooted in faith and heritage, can overcome formidable odds, 
offering a timeless model of resistance and identity preservation. 

 
Recommendations 

Future research should explore comparative analyses with other anti-colonial victories, 
such as Haiti’s revolution, to contextualize Adwa’s unique integration of religion and culture. 
Archival and oral history collections should be expanded to document women’s and elders’ 
contributions more comprehensively, addressing gaps in primary sources. Integrating 
advanced astronomical modeling could clarify the Geez calendar’s role, potentially using tools 
like Skyfield to simulate 1896 conditions. Educational curricula in Ethiopia and the diaspora 
should emphasize Adwa’s lessons—unity, resilience, and cultural pride—to inspire new 
generations facing globalization’s challenges. Finally, interdisciplinary studies combining 
history, anthropology, and theology could further illuminate the Ark’s symbolic evolution, 
enhancing its global significance. 
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