The Abyssinian Crisis 1935

Benito Mussolini was born the son of a village blacksmith and schoolmistress in 1883. He fled to Switzerland in 1902 to evade military service. His dramatically varied early career included activity as manual labourer, a teacher, and a journalist, before he finally served, and was wounded, in the First World War. In 1919 he founded the ‘fascisti di combattimento’, which in 1921 became the Italian Fascist party. Its backing and Mussolini's own tactics accounted for his rise to power between 1919 and 1922, when King Victor Emmanuel III appointed him Prime Minister.

Mussolini was the first fascist dictator to emerge in Europe after the First World War, and was a model for others, most notably Hitler who greatly admired him in the 1930s. Mussolini called himself ‘Il Duce’, the Duke, and had grand ambitions to make Italy great again. Mussolini liked to see himself as an heir to the Roman Emperors, like them he wished to build and maintain an Empire in the Mediterranean.

Italy gained some lands from Austria-Hungary in 1919, but generally the Italians felt snubbed at Versailles and were not treated as the equal Great Power of Britain and France, as they had expected. Italy had been defeated by poorly armed troops in Abyssinia (Ethiopia) in 1896 and had suffered severe losses at the Battle of Caparetto during the First World War. Many Italians felt angry and ashamed by their military record and this had important consequences for Italy in the 1920s. 
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Emperor Haile Selassie of Abyssinia 

Encouraged by the success of Japan in Manchuria in 1931 and the belief that Britain and France would turn a blind eye to his creation of an Italian empire in Africa, Mussolini turned to international aggression. The crisis over Abyssinia came to a head in the Autumn of 1935. Mussolini demanded extensive territories in Abyssinia. Emperor Haile Selassie of Abyssinia appealed to the League of Nations for help. Through the League of Nations Britain gave the impression that it would stand up to any Italian aggression. So when Italy invaded Abyssinia, all eyes turned to the British, as a leading member of the League, to make good their promises of punishing Italy for the attack. 

But Britain had no intention of going to war with Italy over Abyssinia, after all they could hardly prevent Italy’s aggression in Abyssinia. British forces were at full stretch maintaining the Empire and the Royal Navy did not wish to risk a sea war in the Mediterranean. Unfortunately, the British public did not see it that way; all they saw was the British government giving in to aggression when only a few months before it had said that it would uphold the League’s principle of collective security against aggressors. 

The League of Nations was seriously undermined by Britain’s unwillingness to get tough. Britain continued to support sanctions against Italy until July 1936, by which time Mussolini was thoroughly annoyed by Britain and the League, which Italy left in 1937. Mussolini completed the conquest of Abyssinia despite Britain and the League, but most seriously Mussolini began to lean towards an alliance with Hitler

British policy in 1935 should have been either to go to war with Mussolini and to bring him down or to have agreed to Mussolini’s claims and brought Italy into a full alliance with Britain and France. The policy of talking tough, but doing nothing was bound to send out the wrong message. In 1936 Mussolini formed the Rome-Berlin Axis with Hitler, which led to a full military alliance, the Pact of Steel, in 1939.
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Mussolini and Hitler: the Rome-Berlin Axis Agreement of 1936

I, Haile Selassie, Emperor of Abyssinia, am here today to claim that justice which is due to my people, and the assistance promised to it eight months ago, when fifty nations asserted that aggression had been committed in violation of international treaties.





Selassie’s speech to the League of Nations, June 1936








