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Abstract 

In 2002, the African Union (AU) inaugurated its Chinese-funded, designed, built, and 

furnished headquarters building in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, receiving the admiration of 

African leaders.  The building was hailed as a new material expression of pan-African 

unity. This article explores the affective potency of the AU built environment to unsettle 

and unfurl conceptions of pan-African identity. Beginning with an analysis of sensory 

impressions of the outer appearance and architectural forms of the built space, the 

article meanders through its inner structures to describe how these assemble affective 

intensities around the notion of pan-Africanism. In particular, it concentrates on the 

experiences of Addis Ababa residents and AU officials who express divergent sentiments 

and visions of pan-Africanism. It argues that affective reactions associated with sensorial 

encounters with built forms, mediated by pre-existing discourses, reveal the divergent 

modes of belonging to pan-Africanism. The affective potency of the AU is of acute 

interest because of its presumed role as a mediator in nationalist conflicts, not least 

those currently underway in Ethiopia itself. 

In the heart of Addis Ababa, the capital city of Ethiopia, stands the African Union Commission  

(AUC) headquarters, a conference centre, and a 20-story office complex fully funded, designed, 

built, and furnished by China as a gift to Africa.1 It was inaugurated in 2012 in grand style, 

creating, at the time, the tallest building in Addis Ababa. The inauguration took place with quite 

a fanfare. The surrounding roadways, as usual, were locked down to all but dignitaries, 

including “China’s most senior political adviser”, Jia Qinglin (BBC 2012). However, while the 

ceremony was dominated by the usual pompous speeches it was filled with literal and 

metaphorical references to the building as a symbol of hope, change and renewal. It was 

depicted as metonymic for “Africa’s Renaissance”, a vision of rejuvenation for the continent 

that is rising like a phoenix from the ashes of poverty and conflict (Mathews 2009). The office 
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complex itself, reaching a height of 99.9 meters, commemorates the founding date of the 

African Union (AU) on 9 September 1999.2 

 

For African leaders, the building became the public face of the newly founded, self-

confident Union of the African states. This narrative was, at the time, dominant across the 

media headlines. In Addis Ababa, the building epitomised the process of urban regeneration 

and was seen as a symbol of a booming international city.3 Media images often used the 

silhouette of the building as a backdrop, showcasing the city’s rise and its embrace of “modern” 

architectural styles. Many other images of the building were produced through aerial 

photographs that depict the architectural structure from a distance, and magnify its presence 

in the cityscape.  

The building was presented as a symbolic expression of the growing cooperation between 

Africa and China based on a new type of strategic partnership, featuring political equality, 

mutual trust and economic “win-win cooperation” (Lintao 2012). In this narrative, Chinese 

partnership is envisaged as fulfilling Africa’s lack by providing the continent with technological 

support and ushering in progress. In a symbolic gesture to this partnership, the panoramic view 

of the conference centre features two hands holding each other.  

For most people who live in Addis Ababa, however, the building is an undesirable foreign 

import, referred to pejoratively as “የቻይናው ህንጳ” (roughly meaning “the Chinese building”). 

Shortly after commencing my fieldwork, for example, Ahmed, a City Hall official living in an 

adjacent neighbourhood, told me: “You can take a walk around the compound every day, 

almost everything there is just ordinary buildings. There is nothing that tells you it is in Africa; 

nothing is striking in anything about it, all is quite ordinary; there is no effort [that has gone] to 

make a pan-African4 [statement]”. Another day, while we were sitting at the neighbourhood 

shop, he gestured towards the compound and asked: “What is pan-African about this place?”. 

He continued with revulsion and incredulity: “Disappointing! This is something else. It is 

imported. It doesn’t smell African. If it is African, it should feel African …you know what I mean 

spiritually and physically … the colour, and everything”. While Ahmed, like most of my many 

other interlocutors, had little interactions with the organisation, he had several forms of 

sensorial engagement with the physical structures of the AU built environment including 

through visual, haptic, and verbal cues. These engagements elicited in him emotions of 
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disappointment, distance and a sense that there was an absence of authenticity, to wit, pan-

Africanness.  

The term pan-Africanism5 Ahmed referred to carries different meanings to different people 

and institutions. In official circles, it denotes formal and often elite-led projects and processes 

of political and economic integration of African states (Francis 2006; Murithi 2020). This 

understanding is based on the principle of continental unity that had inspired anti-colonial 

movements across Africa, and which had provided the basis for the establishment of the 

Organisation of African Unity (OAU). Currently, the AU is seen as a successor of the OAU and a 

carrier of the ideals of continental unity, one that promotes the ideology and practice of pan-

Africanism (Mathews 2005; Murithi 2020). Unlike the official substantialist notion of pan-

Africanism, popular conceptions emerge from multiple discourses, extending well beyond the 

formal, mixing affect and materiality, ethics and politics, and traditional and modern languages 

of representation. Such understandings of pan-Africanism are immanent, in constant flux and 

rather difficult to pin down, but at the same time divergent, pervasive and impossible to escape. 

In this article, in dealing with this slippery concept of pan-Africanism, I pay particular attention 

to the manner in which the divergent expressions of pan-African belonging emerge can be 

elucidated through the exploration of interactive engagement between Addis Ababa residents6 

and the AU built environment.  

I argue that dynamic engagement with objects such as the AU built environment provokes 

intense feelings that shape the contours and sentiments of pan-African belonging. Building on 

anthropological literature on materiality (Ahmed 2010; Archambault 2018; Bennett 2010; 

Stoler 2008) and analytical frameworks that illuminate the sensorial and performative qualities 

of objects (Ingold 2007; Kapferer and Hobart 2005), I approach the AU built environment as an 

‘affective space’ (Navaro-Yashin 2012:24) essential to our experience and understanding of a 

shared sense of belonging and immense feelings of distance and un-belonging (Meyer 2010). 

As modes of materiality, built spaces are not just passive entities but are performative, 

“processual and relational” (Ingold 2007: 14) entities that are enacted in everyday situations 

when interacting with them. Ethnographic research has revealed that humans experience 

objects and spaces in their materiality through bodily movement and sensing (Ingold 2007). 

The senses of sight, touch and smell affect people’s perception of the world and motivate them 

to search for meaning (Lash 2000). This helps to bring into focus the capacity of materials to 

affect the senses (Kapferer and Hobart 2005) when they become entangled in human 
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mediations. It is from this vantage point that I want to illustrate the centrality of affects 

generated through human engagement with materiality, thus shaping how people define and 

imagine pan-Africanism (Kapferer and Hobart 2005; Meyer 2010; Anderson 1991). My aim is 

to explore affects that are expressed in narratives, metaphors and symbolism, and the ways in 

which they connect sensorial experiences to ‘supra-logical meanings’ (Lash 2000:53) attached 

to the notion of pan-Africanism. In so doing, the article diverges from accounts of objects and 

the built environment that create a dichotomy between discursive fields of representation and 

of materiality in the production of affect. My approach lies at the intersection of “non-

representational theory” (Thrift 2008) which rejects attempts to attach meaning and 

significance to all material objects and works that recognise the representational dimension of 

architecture. In exploring the convoluted production of feelings of belonging and un-belonging, 

we can thus see how “affective assemblages” (Deleuze and Parnet 2002) occur at the 

intersections of materialities and representations (Navaro-Yashin 2009; Laszczkowski 2020).  

 

My argument, stated briefly, is that architecture is a prominent affective mediator in the 

production of transnational forms of belonging, alienation and pan-African meaning-making. I 

suggest that the AU headquarters as a catalyst enabling residents in Addis Ababa to talk about 

and imagine pan-Africanism. The focus here is on the arrangement of the form, material and 

space of the AU built environment, to highlight how connections between a pan-African 

imaginary and particular idealised forms of architecture are established in popular 

imaginations. I particularly juxtapose experiences of people from inside (high-ranking and low-

ranking AU officials) and outside of the compound (Addis Ababa residents) to show how 

architecture serves as a “technology” (Sneath et al. 2009) for producing pan-African fantasies. 

In focusing on different sets of interlocutors from within and outside the AU built space, I aim 

to provide examples of how different conceptions of pan-Africanism become manifest in Addis 

Ababa.   

This article draws principally on field research conducted between March 2019 and 

February 2020 in and around the AU headquarters. During ethnographic fieldwork in Addis 

Ababa, I lived around Mexico Square (the closest urban center to the headquarters) and made 

frequent visits to the AU and its surroundings where residents live. I focused on how people 

who work in, live around and pass by the compound made sense of the built environment, and 

talk about pan-Africanism. I “shared walks” (Lee and Ingold 2006: 65) and observed how people 
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talked about, moved and peered around the compound and gazed upon the different buildings. 

I carried out “object-based interviews” (Woodward 2019) with AU staff members and visitors 

to understand their embodied and sensorial engagements with the built environment, and 

how such experiences help them in meaning-making activity. I also travelled around Addis, 

interviewing a cross-section of residents including scholars, diplomats, 7  architects, civil 

servants and students who frequently or occasionally come in contact with the AU. 

In what follows, the article takes the reader on a set of journeys into the AU built 

environment. The first section explores the ways in which the scale of the Chinese-built 

headquarter building creates in my informants the experiences of affective detachment from 

the AU. The second section takes us into the compound and analyses a range of sensory 

impressions. The third section describes the inner sanctum of the new building and goes on to 

illustrate how artworks produce the politics of inclusion and exclusion. Following this, it 

discusses how built forms contribute towards the contested production of pan-African 

belonging and un-belonging. It ends up by reflecting on how the entanglement of the material 

and discursive fields of representation unfold affective transmissions and open up new 

possibilities for the anthropological understanding of the politics of belonging. 

 

Views from Afar 

The AU headquarters compound is surrounded by high stone walls with four main entrance 

and exit gates on each side. The walls, acting as barriers, distance the AU from the surrounding 

city and society. Like the compound, the main building, with its expansive setback distance, 

stands aloof from its environs and is hidden from clear view by the surrounding buildings. It is 

visible at an angle, almost out of sight for those who do not have immediate business within it. 

Although it is distinct and distinctive, because of its size and scale, the building is inconspicuous 

and not easily visible to Addis Ababa residents. Unlike most landmark buildings in Addis Ababa, 

it doesn’t serve as a central identifier for residents of the district. When giving directions, 

residents refer to the rather smaller local landmarks of the National Tobacco Enterprise or the 

Genet Hotel on opposite sides of the AU.  

 

As reflected in the introduction, the building has come to be an object of indifference and 

dismissal. Bethel, a young life-long resident of an adjacent neighbourhood, trying to express 

the sensation involved in watching the building, said: “I can't really describe it in any way which 
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is going to be meaningful to anyone else. It feels strange. It sort of looks the same in whichever 

direction you observe. It doesn’t feel right … I don't [identify] with it [because] it shuts me out. 

It’s so confusing!” Similarly, other people passing the compound frequently complained to me 

about the visual opacity of the front of the centre of the building. They felt rather at a loss, 

disoriented and even frustrated in trying to visually locate the frontal façade of the building. 

For example, Michael, a young architect, when describing the scale of the building, asserted 

that “it is introvert and shy. It has no face … it has no inviting appearance”. 

 

Figure 1.  A view of the AU building obstructed by another building from a street nearby (Photo: 

author). 

When the building was discussed, it was described as possessing no cultural significance. Its 

external appearance does not satisfy the sensory dispositions of my informants. As such, most 

of my informants had only ever momentarily looked at the building and expressed no desire to 

gaze at or experience it more closely. When passing the compound, people were often rather 

immersed in their own thoughts or engaged in earnest conversation without even glancing at 

the building. Others typically acknowledge its presence with a glance, followed by avoidance 

of gaze unless they were prompted (by me) to do so. Largely, the popular attitude toward the 

building was simply one of indifference. When I asked Aklilu, a civil servant whose route to 



 

 
 

7 

work passes the AU compound, what it feels like to walk past it every day, he reacted with 

stunned silence. Then he said: 

 

I don’t feel anything. I mean I don’t just normally feel this place. Now you have asked me 

about it …  I thought about it and it feels strange. The reason I never felt it is because it is 

not an attention catcher. I walk past it every day. It is a shame that it does not embrace 

me. 

Hanna, a 29-year-old civil servant, took a lot of time to tell me that the building “does not suit 

the identity and history of the people of Africa. It doesn’t feel the Africa we Africans know [and] 

feel about”. When I asked her what exactly Africans want to feel, she replied, in a coaxing voice: 

 

Ok, we may live or work in European buildings … or even we may admire them. But we are 

not proud of them … what I mean is that they are not something to look and marvel at … 

we don’t feel connected to them. We want something distinctive. I can’t put into words 

what it means to feel African … but we want to feel the way we feel when we see [rock-

hewn Churches of] Lalibela8 or the Pyramids. That is the African feeling. 

 

When I brought the subject of the architecture of the building and space to another female 

commuter, she sighed dolefully and said “አይን ውስጥ አይገባም” (roughly meaning “it doesn’t strike 

the eye”). It is just a large concrete box”. As we walked past the compound, she took a look at 

the building and murmured “nothing special”. Whereas ordinary passers-by looked at the 

building briefly, some informants, mostly architects, carried out an intense and more reflective 

gaze. Michael, for example, told me: 

 

I always look at this building and wonder as to why it lacks the density of composition. It is 

reclusive [which is] against the practice of openness in African [tradition] … it should have 

had a street frontage …. with public access [and with] the rear of the building enclosed and 

set aside for administrative function. 

 

My informants’ visual experience also triggers in them analogies that establishes a relation 

between the building and the AU. Petros, a 32-year-old architect, for example, used a 

metaphor of a snail to describe the building and the AU. He said: “when you look at it from the 
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main entrance of the compound, it looks like a snail … the office complex protrudes like a 

tentacle from the assembly hall. It is a befitting symbol to a sluggish organisation … it is a slow-

moving [organisation]”. The building was seen as symptomatic of the fragility and weak 

capacity of the AU. Michael, for example, when discussing the character of the building 

chuckled and said: “It [the building] is an eloquent expression of the problems of the AU. It is 

cold and distant”.  

 

In a similar vein, others utilised different images of the building to elucidate the 

characteristics and workings of the organisation. The dome of the conference hall has, for 

example, been metaphorically described as an “inverted beggar’s bowl” (Poplak 2012), 

signifying a “begging bowl syndrome” (Asante 2007) or continuation of some of the ways 

African leaders wilfully exploit the resources of dependence to finance their programmes. Here, 

what attracted such gazes is the metaphoric potential of the building. More specifically, what 

interested people is what the metaphor itself expresses – that is dependency – not the cultural 

or political significance of the object itself. The metaphors reinforce the sense of repetitions, 

material and temporal continuities of African political practice and offer people opportunities 

to reimagine their perception of the AU more forcefully.  

In much of these discursive contests, the building is interpreted as alluding architecturally 

to the weakness of the AU. Its perceived reclusive constitution trigged a reaction which was a 

mixture of anger, scorn and ridicule of the AU. Yet affective responses extended well beyond 

words; non-verbal aspects of body gestures were also an integral part of the affective 

expressions. The very reference to the AU and the building, for instance, would often bring 

forth grimaces, gesticulates and a disapproving voice in my informants.  

Similar sensations were expressed concerning the aesthetics and visual details of the 

physical structure of the building. In this respect, the perceived influences of Chinese 

aesthetics were frequently referenced in explaining the absence of African aesthetics in the 

physical features of the building. The colour scheme of the building, for example, being beige, 

for most people, denoted Chinese taste and aesthetic sensibility. Hailu, a 43-year-old painter, 

said “the colour of the building is not agreeable to an African eye … a dull appearance is not 

what we want to see in our pan-African building”. The African colour, Hailu, argued, is not 

related to the Chinese and western colour schemes. He asserted that “the authentic colour 

scheme of Africa” is “primary colours, which are bright and festive”. Similarly, a 48-year-old 
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male primary school teacher remarked that the ideal of pan-Africanism to which the common 

people are attached to is more embodied in “green, yellow and red … the colours of the 

Ethiopian flag” which was central for the nationalist movement both in Africa and the diaspora 

and later incorporated in the national flags of many African countries. Some echoed this 

sentiment, referring to the dominance of bright colours in West African sartorial traditions.  

 

People also comment on the absence of material authenticity in the building. In the eyes of 

many of my informants, the materials of the building lack the symbolic density of tradition and 

authenticity. For example, Michael said: “Building and dwelling in traditional Africa are 

characteristically developed from organic materials that are sustainable”. He continued, saying 

that “organic materials such as wood provide the most immediate form of recognition”. 

Michael told me that, in addition to its association with nature, organic materials have the 

function of stimulating all the senses and enhancing the feeling of comfort and rootedness. 

Such romanticising descriptions of “organic materials” provide people with a cultural 

repertoire of material signifiers for how pan-Africanism should be represented. However, the 

exterior materials of the headquarters building have neither markers nor cultural frames of 

reference that resonate with them, affecting them positively or encouraging a sustained gaze. 

The texture of the headquarters building, for example, Bethel argued, does not “make you feel 

good from within … not part of the land, the surrounding … not part of Africa”.  Crucially, Bethel, 

like most of my other informants, had never been inside the AU compound, so she had no 

experience of the building in the realm of tactile-haptics. Her experience of the texture of the 

building rather emerged from the ocular sensations that she perceived through her 

imagination at a distance.  

Enter the Compound  

Entrance to the compound is only possible through one point after passing a security screening 

gate. To enter the compound, a code must first be issued by an authorised staff member and 

passed to the visitor as well as to the reception counter at the gate which would then issue an 

entry pass. The pass is an identity badge with the alphabetical code of the building the visitor 

is allowed access. Though it is a measure to ensure security, it is widely seen as a way of keeping 

the public away from the political elite. An elderly shopkeeper told me with an evident sense 

of disappointment that, despite having resided in the neighbourhood for thirty years, he had 

never once set foot in the compound. The large compound is quiet and peaceful, planted with 
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trees of different African varieties, and criss-crossed with paved pathways. Both the frontal 

and rear spaces of the new building, flanked by statues of Haile Selassie and Kwame Nkrumah, 

have beautiful fountains. 

The people I interviewed described the compound as surprisingly refreshing. They 

underlined that the experience of being in it made them feel pleasantly removed from the 

cacophonous din of the city.  Nathan, a 36-year-old who worked at a construction firm, voiced 

a common sentiment: “The calm atmosphere makes me forget the chaos of [life] on the streets. 

It is grassy. No dust. No deafening traffic”. Rebecca, a government liaison officer who has been 

privy to a variety of AU committees, further emphasised the tranquil atmosphere saying “it's 

very rare you get quiet and undisturbed places in Addis. It [resembles those of] the church and 

embassy compounds; it is peaceful … it’s only in such places in Addis that you can find trees 

and shrubs”. My informants expressed that while the buildings are ordinary and drab, the 

serenity of the compound lightens their mood, and heightens the senses. These features also 

remind the beholder of the sensorial and visual poetics of leisure infrastructures. Much like 

luxury hotel compounds, they create a sense of calm, security and safety. Interestingly, visitors 

who do not associate themselves with the dominant elite habitus were not disparaging about 

their feelings of pleasure, but they described what they experienced as strange and “other”, 

as the following quote from Nathan exemplifies: “It is a beautiful place. But it feels like there is 

something strange about it. I don’t know. I get a strange feeling that I don’t belong here”. While 

subliminally enchanting, the space, for my informants, lacks the mundane and habitual 

rhythms of everyday life. Contrastingly, the sensorial qualities of the tranquillity, and the visual 

beauty of the space brought forth affects of familiarity in AU staffers in a way that blurs the 

distinction between pleasure and workspace, and between work and leisure patterns. They 

expressed experiencing a sensual and intimate attachment to the compound, which allowed 

them to feel as if they were in “their right place”, a feeling that a senior AU official described 

with the phrase “being-at-home”. The manner in which the spatial experience fosters a sense 

of calm in AU staffers stands in sharp contrast with the hustle and bustle of work, and life in 

African public institutions and residential spaces, which, teeming with people, are more 

complex social spaces (Daniel 2020). 
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Figure 2: Marble and glass façade of the AU building and the Dome of the Conference Centre 

(Photo: author). 

Other sites through which sensations of affect are evoked in the compound are the 

landscape, and the distribution and shape of the buildings. The landscape of the compound is 

rationally ordered, each building can readily and recognisably be identified. The spatial pattern 

regulates the senses of direction and informs assumptions about appropriate behaviour, 

prescribing the visitor to follow particular pathways towards the buildings. Many of my 

interlocutors told me that it somehow imposes a visual order upon their eyes, powerfully 

constraining their movements. 

The offices of the different AU institutions are grouped and assigned to separate buildings 

or separate units in a building. The Peace and Security edifice donated by the German 

government is on the far edge of the compound, tucked between the old and new 

headquarters buildings. Many people are even unaware of the presence of the building. Close 

to the main complex is the African Union Grand Hotel,1, which is somewhat adjoined with the 

main structure of the AU complex. No other building captured the horrified imaginations of my 

informants about the AU more than the hotel. In popular discourse, the hotel is recast as a 

 
1 According to my AU informants, the hotel is designed to accommodate presidential and diplomatic visitors to 
the AU Commission. 
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symbol of comfort, and the urge for self-preservation and obsession with power displayed by 

African leaders. It literally embodies the African leaders’ strong desire to remain insulated, 

even to people close to the AU. For example, a West African diplomat said in a faint mocking 

tone that “the big men [African leaders] are ‘sitting tight’ at the heart of the continental 

organisation”. The reference here is to the phenomenon of “sit-tight syndrome”, the ambition 

of African leaders to hold on to power and indulge within spaces of privilege and comfort. The 

hotel, in my interlocutors’ imagination, transforms the AU built environment into a self-

contained space where most of the needs of visiting AU leaders can be met. 

On the opposite side, to the right, just across the way from the fountain, the old conference 

centre9 and office tower10 stand side by side. In comparison to the new building, the old tower 

is described in positive terms by the people with whom I spoke. Nearly everyone I spoke to in 

Addis Ababa expressed a sense of emotional connection to the old building, ascribing their 

positive emotions to the fact that the structure was erected from stone, a material, as Petros 

explained, with an “earthy colour”. Moreover, the building elicits a sense of history embedded 

in collective memory about the contributions of the founding fathers of the Organisation for 

African Unity (OAU). Kwame Nkrumah and Haile Selassie, as representatives of the pan-African 

movement, were the inspirations and points of reference for my interlocutors. Elderly 

residents I interviewed glowed with joy and pride as they told me how the structure and 

texture symbolised pan-African leaders’ determination to build a new political order. In 

contrast to the Chinese-built headquarters, the materiality of the old building deeply affects 

the ways in which my interlocutors imagine a shared sense of pan-African belonging that could 

transcend time. It inscribes and locates people in time and space. However, at the same as 

time as it elicits positive emotions, it also triggers horrifying and unpleasant memories. The 

pleasant sensations, for some of my interlocutors, were marred by memories of what was 

happening in the central prison11, which was located a stone’s throw away from the building. 

Walking through or even glimpsing the compound rekindles the memories of the screams of 

prisoners being tortured, the rattling sounds of AK-47 rifles and the sight of young political 

prisoners being unloaded from fleets of trucks. Many local adults pointed out to me that the 

prison was within earshot of the AU buildings, and that scenes must have been observable to 

AU staffers. They felt bewildered as to why they claimed to be oblivious of the human rights 

abuses. Officials I spoke to did not readily identify with the sensory experiences of my 
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informants nor could they explain why the AU was a silent spectator to the atrocities in the 

prison, focusing instead on the policies12 of the AU that replaced its predecessor.  

Feelings of bewilderment, anger and frustration, also shared amongst some of the AU low 

ranking officials, were heightened again by the demolition of the prison to expand and 

construct the new headquarters. My informants felt that the AU disrespected the dead, as it 

did when they were alive. The demolition represented another form of violence for the 

survivors. Conversely, some AU officials and members of the public I spoke with saw the 

demolition of the prison as a passage into a new era, a symbolic act in which the organisation’s 

“unwanted associations” with the ills and atrocities of the past could be left behind. Yet their 

hopes and dreams of a transformed AU, of an African renaissance, is interrupted when the slick 

“Chinese building” meets their gaze.  

Despite their enthusiasm for the renewal of the organisation, my informants recoiled at the 

mention or sight of the plaques affixed at the threshold of the building.  One, written in bold 

red colour, reads “China Aid”. One finds half a dozen or more of these signs inside and outside 

the building. Just outside of the headquarters building, for example, a black commemorative 

stone - painted in gold writing in Chinese and English - affixed at the fountain announces the 

name of China, the donor country, and the date of the opening of the buildings along with 

other details such as who was bestowed with the honour of declaring the building open. The 

presence of a “Chinese Aid” branch office – a temporary structure - and a Chinese garden 

pavilion in the compound are in themselves enough to create a sense of discomfort in most of 

the low-ranking AU staffers and visitors. While some senior AU officials justified the Chinese 

presence by arguing that Chinese aid helps in the upkeep and maintenance of the 

infrastructure, many perceived the visible Chinese presence as an affront to Africa and pan-

African sovereignty.  

Most low-ranking AU staff members were largely evasive about their feelings towards their 

work environment during our interviews, but they did admit feeling a strong sense of shame 

and uneasiness. In a moment of frankness, a junior AU official told me: “I am acutely 

embarrassed by [the sight of] the building … because we received it as a gift”. Such sentiments 

were heightened by the lukewarm and antipathic public reactions. “People think we’re not 

serious or a tool of foreign powers”, another AU official from Ethiopia said of how the people 

evaluate their decision to accept Chinese architectural gift. When I asked him what the public 

reaction made him feel, he replied: “disappointed … [a rush] of shame all over me”. These 
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admissions of negative emotion go beyond an experience of disappointment. Significantly, it 

disturbs the singular narratives and interpretations. For most of my interlocutors, the building 

represents the absent-minded mismatch between pan-African vision and practice, that is, 

between the idealised image of Africa’s past as outlined by Thabo Mbeki13 and the future vision 

that is found in African Renaissance rhetoric and the AU’s constitutive act14.  

 

The Nelson Mandela Plenary Hall and the Foyer  

With a large portion of the exterior of its dome nested inside, the Nelson Mandela Plenary Hall 

forms the focal point of the entire conference centre and office complex. All round the rotunda 

is a spine of concourses and foyers from which all administrative offices and other annex spaces 

are assessable. To access the office tower, one has to pass through a security screening point, 

as is the case at the doors of every other building in the compound and go through the foyer 

of the hall into the elevators. The foyer is spacious and somewhat overwhelming featuring 

escalators and carpeted grand stairways leading to the second-floor mezzanine.  

 

Figure 3: View from the rotunda of The Nelson Mandela Plenary Hall, carpeted grand stairways 

connecting the foyer to second-floor mezzanine (photo: author). 
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The frontal section of the foyer serves as a site of gathering. Most of the time, it is quiet. But 

in mid-morning and mid-afternoon it would be filled with conference participants gathering 

around for coffee and snacks.  

Standing at the threshold of the foyer one can look up at the interior of the Hall at the centre 

of the edifice. The rotunda of the Hall is surrounded, on ground and mezzanine floors, on all 

sides by a corridors and concourses which provided access not only to the hall from grand 

stairways and elevators but to the set of conference rooms, prayer and office spaces positioned 

against the outer walls of the building. The mezzanine floor extends to the left side of the 

rotunda, providing access and visibility to the architectural details of the dome of the hall.  An 

art and photography display fill the walls of the ground floor i.e. the exterior wall of the rotunda 

of the hall. Directly in front of the main entrance, framed photographs of the founders of the 

OAU hang high up on a wall, not one of the portraits depicting a woman. However, in an 

attempt to rectify this omission, a photo-collage of women is displayed in the lobby. Women 

are extolled as “the founding mothers of the pan-African Women’s Association”. While the 

framed portraits of individual “founding fathers” occupy a prominent position, the unframed 

group photo-collage of women is tucked away in an unassuming corner of the building. In fact, 

without careful inspection of the walls, one might easily miss noticing the poster. The display 

of the portrait seems to have been aimed at redressing the distorted history of 

underrepresented subjects in the anti-colonial struggle and the formation of the OAU. 

However, it stands as a visual symbol that amplifies the pitfalls of the past pan-African 

movement and reaffirms unequal power relations.  
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Figure 4: Portraits of the founding fathers of the OAU (the predecessor of the AU) hang on the 

wall of the frontal section of the foyer (photo author). 

Other parts of the ground floor walls are filled with expressionist paintings celebrating anti-

colonial struggles, romanticising (pre-colonial) traditions, and a few others featuring the 

postcolonial present, among them an excellent depiction of the bustling city of Nairobi with 

the iconic Kenyatta International Conference Building in the background. This display also 

includes various ornately carved ritual artefacts that supposedly epitomise an African way of 

life, such as anthropomorphic statuettes and zoomorphic masks. This form of representation 

echoes the colonial imagined invention of the “primitive” and the stereotypical 

representations of Africa that perpetuate the Eurocentric ideological construction of otherness. 

High-ranking AU staff members, however, told me that the art exhibit enabled them to 

showcase regional variations of pan-African cultural themes and so allowed them to represent 

all AU member states.15 A senior AU official told me: “We recreated the space with African art. 

We have put our mark on the building. This makes it look and feel African. It is made creatively 

African. It occupies you absolutely”. In my informants’ imaginations, the building is just a blank 

canvas, which provides a neutral environment on which material objects from different parts 

of Africa can be displayed to create a sense of culture. The building’s negative connotations 
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are thus reframed and “tamed”. Thus, the building is no longer identified with China or with 

the West, but is claimed as an African space. 

 

Contested Sensations of Pan-Africanism 

The affective charge of the AU built environment is differently experienced based on people’s 

social location and on the range of cultural references available to them. Within the AU 

bureaucracy, as shown in the previous sections, low-level officials saw the building in its totality 

as foreign and not informed by African aesthetic ideals, causing an affect in them of negative 

sentiments such as ambiguity, dismay and distance. By contrast, to high-ranking officials, pan-

Africanism is expressed through the diversity of staff members and is materially evident in the 

arts that decorate the buildings. One senior AU official told me that “this is a pan-African 

compound tip to toe. You can find people of different nationality and religion; we have African 

food; we have African art … we represent the larger continent of Africa in several ways”. To 

the AU’s high-ranking officials, the building is primarily operational, not symbolic. Its ambience 

is seen as an extension of the central institutions of political power such as presidential palaces.  

This is not, however, quite the sentiment of the large section of my informants outside the 

compound, for whom the AU is a pan-African political and cultural institution. Many Addis 

Ababa residents do not wish to relate to the AU headquarters simply as another built space 

but instead expect it to be an expression of an African material and cultural melting pot. For 

them, the building has to be visibly and recognisably African. As Ahmed remarked: “It has to 

tell our history, our diversity … I mean all things that make us Africa”. Yet, in reality, it was felt 

by my interlocutors to be an ephemeral “non-place” (Augé 1995: 78), one that lacks history 

and identity. Like hotels and airports, it lacks the uniqueness of context. In the eyes of most of 

my informants, the building is more like something that one would see in Shanghai, Dubai or 

Singapore.   In other words, to most of my informants, the AU headquarters has little 

contextual signature and thus can fit literally anywhere in the world. 

The AU built space when seen, touched, and felt, provoked in my informants’ feelings and 

desires to see more “accurate” architectural representation of Africa. However, my informants 

were not particularly articulate about what their desired pan-African architecture to look like. 

Their expectations of a pan-African building bore very little resemblance to historical or 

contemporary models of architecture. According to several of my informants, “authentic 

African architecture” should be rooted in “ታላቅ ፥ ንጹሕ” (roughly meaning “glorious, pure” but 
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lost past. Bethel, for example, told me that “our tradition is dying. We need to return to our 

pure cultural roots”. When I ask she meant by “pure cultural roots”, she said “a return to 

cultural traditions … our past uncontaminated by colonialism”. The building rekindled the fear 

of sustained colonial domination in some of my interlocutors. Railing against the Chinese 

construction of African political buildings, Nathan, like many other informants, lamented 

African leaders’ “reckless [thrill] to foreign culture … rather than [reviving] local building 

traditions”. For several other informants, pan-African architecture simply comes to mean non-

Western and non-foreign. Ahmed told me, laughingly, “African buildings are not Chinese. They 

speak to you. They immediately strike you”. Similarly, Hailu told me, “when you walk down the 

streets, you get that feeling [which] would make say ‘oh, that is the one’ … you just know it”. 

Africanness is visceral to my informants. They claim to feel this in their daily interactions, in a 

way that enables them to construe a sense of identification in relation to the threatening 

presence of material schemes defined as “foreign”.  

In contrast to these enthusiastic idealisations, the architects with whom I interacted 

believed that there are no common architectural typologies understood by all Africans to 

represent a pan-African tradition. For example, Petros told me: “there is no single African 

architectural typology [that is] distinct from other typologies. But Africa has architecture with 

thousands of years of history. Our architecture is historic; not contemporary. This is because 

of colonial [domination]”. He admitted that this is a difficult job for architects as “we have 

never done this sort of cultural project before”.  But, he continued with firm conviction “we 

could extrapolate one from the past and design a novel … appropriate building for the AU”. 

Similarly, Michael told me that a pan-African “hybrid [typology] … architectural fusion is 

possible”.  Many of the architects I talked to saw the AU headquarters as a “great missed 

opportunity” to revive the “authentic” African architecture, aimed at both creating a pan-

African monument and a workplace for the AU staffers.  

The AU built space thus functioned as a powerful affective site that brings sentiments of 

alienation from the AU but also emotions of loss of, and longing for, accurate and “authentic” 

representation of pan-Africanism in architectural and building forms. In construing what is pan-

African and what it ought to be, my informants oscillated between their sensorial experiences 

and pre-existing knowledge about pan-Africanism. Yet, the affective intensities arising from 

encounters with the AU built spaces allowed for divergent expressions pan-Africanism 

conceptions. In particular, it permitted people to enter into the realm of imagination and 
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construe pan-Africanism in terms of an ideal material wholeness. However, such pan-African 

perceptions are always located within particular situated and parochial set of national 

classificatory tendencies, histories, myths, aesthetics dispositions and affections.  In most cases 

my informants projected and weaved the Ethiopian experience into the story of the narrative 

of pan-Africanism. Undoubtedly, the notion of pan-Africanism is always contested and 

contingent and any understanding of pan-Africanism is susceptible to be a form of 

misrecognition (Gallagher 2018). In other words, knowledge of pan-Africanism is a form of 

situated knowledge construed by extension or analogy of place-specific narratives. The study 

of pan-Africanism would benefit from recognition of the partiality of the various visions of pan-

Africanism. 

Conclusion 

In this article, I explored how the dynamics of the sensorial engagements with the AU built 

space produces a range of conflicting sentiments related to pan-African identification. The 

sensorial experience of the built environment is part of the articulation of the politics of 

belonging in post-colonial political discourse, providing points for ongoing public contestation 

of what pan-Africanism is and should be. We have seen that the architectural identity of the 

building allows residents of Addis Ababa, architects, diplomas and academics to debate and 

develop different visions of what pan-Africanism is and should be. Those who work for and are 

high-ranking officials in the AU bureaucracy largely expressed emotions of comfort and feeling 

“being at home”, while low-ranking officials expressed sentiments of indifference, and shame 

at receiving architecture as a gift from a foreign country. To most of my informants outside the 

compound (Addis Ababa residents), the AU built space represented an image of an 

organisation which is at odds with the idea of an Africa that is independent.  

In this sense, the different spatial and architectural features of the AU built environment were 

not seen just as ordinary functional objects, but ones that had to be encrusted with cultural 

meaning that reflect the history of pan-Africanism and collective aspirations of the people of 

Africa (Anderson 1991).  

From a more theoretical position, reading the AU built environment through the lens 

of affect made visible the ways in which built spaces are more than an assortment of inert 

objects. It helps to demonstrate that built spaces also play a crucial role as affective mediums 

that shape sentiments of belonging and un-belonging. Significantly, they provide nodes for 

sentiments of ambiguity, comfort, dismay and distance. Affects generated in people’s 
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encounters with buildings also play a part in opening up imaginary possibilities and in driving 

the desire to see a built space defined as culturally meaningful. In the case of the AU built 

environment, one could summarise that the strong affective desire in my informants for the 

AU built space to have had recognisably pan-African “attributes” evoked a “make-believe” 

(Navaro-Yashin 2012) imagined space. In other words, the almost complete absence of what is 

ordinarily considered as materially pan-African to my informants was so shocking that there 

have been constant attempts to reassert and reimagine what the AU built space should have 

looked like. This imagined space, which is generated by intense emotions like pride in pan-

Africanism, is indeed chimerical and elusive yet it is germane in creating feelings of longing for 

togetherness.  

In this article, I have addressed how affective charges emanate at the interface of non-

representational and representational roles of architecture (Thrift 2008; Navaro-Yashin 2009). 

Rather than make a sharp distinction between the materiality of built forms and their discursive 

representations, I have focused on the linkages between the sensations people experience in 

encounters and the discourses that contribute toward the articulation of the politics of 

belonging (Laszczkowski 2020; Navaro-Yashin 2009). I have argued that the sensorial qualities 

of built forms evoke affective responses that people associate with collective political ideas 

such as pan-Africanism. This argument indeed merits further debate in the study of neglected 

political and cultural concepts in Africa, and this study suggests that affects produced in 

persons by their engagement with built spaces needs to be taken seriously as central to 

understanding the contradictions and appeals of political concepts (Kapferer and Hobart 2005; 

Meyer 2010). Rather than assuming a priori the existence or absence of public understanding 

of pan-Africanism, we need to show attentiveness to how and where it might emerge in public 

life.  Affect opens up one of many ways in which we can engage with the concept of pan-

Africanism in contemporary Africa.  

 

 

References 

Ahmed, Sara. 2010. The Promise of Happiness. Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press. 

Archambault, Julie Soleil. 2018. “One Beer, One Block: Concrete Aspiration and the Stuff of  

Transformation in a Mozambican Suburb.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological  

       Institute 24(4): 692–708. 



 

 
 

21 

Anderson, Benedict. 1991. Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of 

Nationalism. London: Verso.  

Auge, Marc. 1995. Non-places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity. London:  

Verso. 

Asante, Samuel K. B. 2007. “Stop the Begging Bowl Syndrome.” Daily Graphic, Thursday, March  

22. 

Bennett, Jane. 2010. Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things. Durham NC: Duke University  

Press.  

BBC. 2012. “African Union opens Chinese-funded HQ in Ethiopia” 

  https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-16770932, accessed 30 February 2020. 

Daniel Mulugeta. 2020. The Everyday State in Africa: Governance Practices and State Ideas in  

Ethiopia. London: Routledge. 

Deleuze, Gilles and Claire Parnet. 2002. Dialogues II. New York: Columbia University Press. 

De Waal, Alex and Rachel Ibreck. 2013. “Alem Bekagn: The African Union's Accidental Human  

Rights Memorial.” African Affairs 112(44): 191–215. 

Francis, David. 2006. Uniting Africa: Building Regional Peace and Security Systems. Aldershot:  

Ashgate. 

Gallagher, Julia. 2018. “Misrecognition in the Making of a State: Ghana's International Relations  

under Kwame Nkrumah.” Review of International Studies, vol. 44, no. 5, 882-901. 

Gilroy, Paul. 1993. The Black Atlantic:  Modernity and Double Consciousness. London and   

New York: Verso. 

Lee, Jo, and Tim Ingold. 2006. “Fieldwork on Foot: Perceiving, Routing, Socializing.” In  

Locating the Field: Space, Place, and Context in Anthropology, edited by S. Coleman  

and P. Collins, 67–86. Oxford: Berg. 

Ingold, Tim. 2007. “Materials Against Materiality.” Archaeological Dialogues 14: 1 -16. 

Kapferer, Bruce, and Angela Hobart. 2005. “Introduction: The Aesthetics of Symbolic  

Construction and Experience.” In Aesthetics in Performance: Formations of Symbolic  

Construction and Experience, edited by Angela Hobart and Bruce Kapferer. New York: 

Berghahn Books. 

Lash, Scott. 2000. “Risk Culture.” In The Risk Society and Beyond: Critical Issues for Social  

Theory, edited by Barbara Adam, Ulrich Beck and Joost van Loon. London: Sage.  

Laszczkowski, Mateusz. 2020. “Encountering ‘Micro-Dust’: Material Entities, Affect, and  



 

 
 

22 

Politics in Infrastructure Conflict in Italy”. Ethnos, 85(5): 938-956. 

Lintao, Yu. 2012. “From Aid to Cooperation, China Seeks to Enhance Ties with Africa as the  

West Pulls Back. Beijing Review, http://www.bjreview.com/special/2012-

02/06/content_453701.htm, accessed 30 February 2020. 

Mathews, Kay. 2005. “Renaissance of Pan-Africanism: The African Union.” India International  

Centre Quarterly, 31.4 

Meyer, Birgit. 2010. “Aesthetics of Persuasion: Global Christianity and Pentecostalism's  

Sensational Forms.” South Atlantic Quarterly 109(4): 741– 763.  

Murithi, Tim. 2020. “The African Union and the Institutionalisation of Pan-Africanism.” In  

Routledge Handbook of Pan-Africanism, edited by Reiland Rabaka. London, Routledge. 

Navaro-Yashin. 2009. “Affective Spaces, Melancholic Objects: Ruination and the Production  

of Anthropological Knowledge.” Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute (N.S.) 

15: 1–18. 

Navaro-Yashin, Yael. 2012. The MakeBelieve Space: Affective Geography in a Postwar Polity.  
Durham: Duke University Press.  

Poplak, Richard. 2012. Beggar’s Banquet: The New African Union Headquarters. Daily  

Maverick  https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2012-01-30-beggars-banquet-the-

new-african-union-headquarters/ 

Sneath, David, Martin Holbraad and Morten A. Pederson 2009. “Technologies of the  

Imagination: An introduction,” Ethnos 74(1): 5–30. 

Stoler, Ann Laura. 2008. “Imperial Debris: Reflections on Ruins and Ruination.” Cultural  

Anthropology 23: 191-219. 

Thrift, Nigel. 2008. Non-Representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect. Abingdon: Routledge.  

Woodward, Sophie. 2019. Material Methods: Researching and Thinking with Things, London:  

Sage. 

 

Endnote 

 
1 The building, costing US$200 million, was donated by the Chinese government and was designed and 

constructed by a collaboration between Tongji University, China State Construction Engineering and the China 

Architecture and Design Research Group.  
2 In particular, it refers to the adoption of the Libya declaration of 1999 in which African leaders pronounced the 

decision to establish the African Union. 
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3 In the last couple of decades, Addis Ababa has undergone a dramatic transformation resulting in a massive 

scale of residential displacement and neighbourhood gentrification. The gentrification process of the inner-city 

has been couched in anodyne languages such as urban regeneration, modernisation and urban renewal. The 

expansion of the AU in 2012 gave the city administration another pretext to displace and relocate residents in 

the surrounding vicinity.  
4 The use of the term “pan-Africanism” in Ethiopia is quite common. Almost all of my informants used the 

English term “pan-Africanism”, since there is no exact equivalent in Amharic. However, some Addis Ababa 

residents would occasionally use words and phrases such as “ጥቁር  ሕዝብ  አቀፉ እንቅስቃሴ” (Pan-Black People 

Movement), “የአፍሪካ አሕጉራዊ ስሜት” (sense of belonging to continental Africa), “አሕጉራዊ አንድነት” (Continental 

Unity), “የአፍሪካ አንድነት” (African Unity) in reference to pan-Africanism.  
5 Pan-Africanism as a movement and ideology emerged in the diaspora as a reaction against racism and 

imperialism. It posits a sense of a common history and fate for all people of African descent (Gilroy 1993). By the 

1950s and 60s it was adopted by African intellectuals and anti-colonial leaders such as Kwame Nkrumah who 

advocated for political and economic unity of Africa against European colonial rule (Mathews 2009).  
6 The scope of this study is limited to the exploration of the sensorial affects of the AU built space and pan-

African imaginations in Addis Ababa.  
7 The diplomats I talked to are not AU staff members. They are country representatives who regularly liaise with 

the AU and are stationed at country embassies in the city. 
8 The Lalibela churches are a complex of 11 monolithic rock-hewn Medieval churches located in the town of 

Lalibela, North Western Ethiopia.    
9 The conference centre was built in 2001 as part of the expansion of the newly formed AU.  
10 The office tower was originally built by Haile Selassie in the early 1960s to house a police academy. 
11 The central prison, which was commonly known as Alem Bekagn (roughly meaning “Farewell to the World”), 

was the first maximum security prison in Ethiopia built in 1924. The prison was a place where “successive 

generations of prisoners experienced Fascist repression, post-colonial tyranny and rebellion, and endemic 

violations of human rights” (de Waal and Ibreck 2013: 196). 
12 The most common response among my informants concerned the non-interference principle of the OAU in 

the internal affairs of member states. 
13 The former South African president Thabo Mbeki had been a leading proponent of the notion of an African 

Renaissance which denotes the belief that Africa is capable of re-making itself.  
14  The AU constitutive act is the founding document of the AU which states which defines the visions and 

aspirations of the organisation.  
15 This is despite the fact that, according to one of informants, the paintings were produced and donated by 

China as part of the furnishing work.  
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