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1935-1941 = Lawrenceville, NJ — Asmara, The Red Sea Press, Inc.,
1997. xxxix + 434 pp. 6 maps. ISBN 0-932415-74-1; Price $ 19.95.

The history of the Italo-Ethiopian conflict of 1934-35 and of the subsequent
Fascist occupation of Ethiopia (1936-41) has been a ceaseless subject of study
among scholars and amateurs alike. Some are serious studies and have contrib-
uted to our knowledge while others presented known facts and interpretations in
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their own formulation. To judge in which category the book under review falls
is rather formidable on account of its nature. It is a compilation of a series of ten
articles the author had published in various journals and conference proceedings
during the years 1974-86, though they have allegedly been “... expanded and
updated with the latest available literature” (p. xx). As such, the substance is but
an old wine in a new bottle.

On the other hand, the compilation is quite handy and saves the reader from
groping after numerous periodicals and conference proceedings which are not
necessarily available in every library anyhow. As a matter of fact, this is the
primary merit of the work as a book. It is in any case provided with the neces-
sary facilities of access — a table of contents, an introduction, a list of sources
and an index — accessories which should by no means be taken for granted.
Otherwise, one can speak merely of ten good essays rather than about a book
with ten chapters.

The author is apparently aware of this situation and attempts to create a re-
lationship among his essays by reducing the essence of the “ten chapters” into
four issues:

“a) The Italo-Ethiopian War and public opinion reaction of Afri-
can-Americans, the Africans, and the Italian people; b) the cost of
Empire, in terms of the loss of human life among both the Italian
and Ethiopian peoples; c) the relations of Italians with various
Ethiopian ethnic groups and the Ethiopian reaction to Italian rule;
and d) the recognition of the Italian Empire by the great powers”
(p. xx).

Here we may ask why it is necessary to bring these interesting but incoherent
issues together in a book? Their common ground is naturally the Italian colonial
aspiration, but there are many other aspects to this historical phenomenon un-
touched by the book. The issues listed are neither more important than others
nor were they unknown to Ethiopian scholarship. It is also rather unusual,
though quite handy for readers as stated above, to compile and reproduce one’s
own articles. The author has, however, his own reason for doing so, though the
reviewer’s enquiry with some Italian Ethiopisants could not confirm the author’s
justification:

“Scholars agree that the topic of Italian colonization has not re-
ceived enough attention and that Ethiopia under Italian rule has be-
come a neglected topic of discussion. Yet to better understand con-
temporary events it is necessary to look at the Italian involvement
in the Horn of Africa. This is then the main reason for publishing
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these essays in book form: to continue the debate and to provide in-
formation on some neglected aspects of Fascist colonialism” (p. xv).

In so far as we cannot pursue further either the so-called “controversy”
among Italian scholars or whether at all the book could eventually provide an
impetus “to continue the debate”, we should turn to scrutinizing the content
and presentation of the work itself. Considered separately, each chapter is well
written and reads fluently, esp. if the reader is unaware of the subtle stumbling
blocks, examples of which I will mention later. Nonetheless, each essay retains
its identity and does not easily unfold its affinity to its counterparts. The first
two chapters, for instance, deal with the attitudes and reactions of Marcus Gar-
vey and his followers and that of the Italian public to the Fascist invasion of
Ethiopia respectively. Each of them is no doubt an interesting historical topic,
but both of them lack their correlatives to make a reasonable background to an
historical phenomenon of the magnitude chosen as a theme of study. The first, a
valuable contribution by itself, could have made an excellent background to the
history of the Italo-Ethiopian war if its scope were expanded to include interna-
tional public opinions, for there were quite remarkable reactions in the various
European, Asian and African societies against the Fascist march on Ethiopia.

It is indeed gratifying to read the views and reactions of the Italian people re-
garding the war their government waged in 1935, but an objective historiog-
raphy would require a similar survey of the views and reactions of the Ethiopi-
an and neighbouring peoples. In such a study, those who welcomed the in-
vaders should be described and analysed as much as those who resisted them. In
fact, the Ethiopian perspective is poorly represented in the book in general, and
most of the conspicuous mistakes of the author occur in that area, as can be seen
below.

Most of the historical points are documented by archival and published
sources. As an experienced archivist, SBACCHI’s use of archival materials and
Ms. collections is no doubt genuine and meticulous. His list of sources indicates
that he pruned the major archives and libraries in Italy, Belgium, France, Great
Britain, the United States and Ethiopia. It should, however, be noted that, ac-
cording to his own admission, “This study is based primarily on unpublished
Italian archival information” (p. xix). We may, therefore, assume the archives
and libraries of other countries listed above were accessed for purposes of com-
parison or supplement.

Here again, there are some queer and inexplicable appearances. In spite of the
fact that he did his research in Ethiopia, there is no hint that he used the rich
collection of the Institute of Ethiopian Studies in Addis Ababa. He could as well
make use of the reminiscences of Ethiopian elders particularly in connection
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with the relations between the Italians and the various Ethiopian communities
during the occupation period. After all, many Ethiopians who could well
remember the Italian period were still alive in the 1970s and 80s when the re-
search was conducted.

There are also quite a few mistakes of historical and semantic nature. Follow-
ing the introduction which surveys the events leading to the Fascist invasion of
Ethiopia, there is a chronology of events which the author probably thought are
the most important. But it is difficult to comprehend why some dates are omit-
ted although they have unmistakable relevance to the topics presented in the
book. For instance, an Ethiopian diplomatic delegation which visited Washing-
ton in 1919 is mentioned whereas similar delegations which visited Italy, France
and Great Britain in that particular year are ignored. That question may be
thought to infringe into the right of choice of the author, if there is such a thing,
and should not necessarily be pursued here. What cannot be ignored is, howev-
er, the fact that some of the statements made in this chronology and elsewhere
in the book lack precision and thus can easily mislead the reader. Space does not
allow a catalogue of all the questionable statements, and we must content our-
selves with a few examples:

The entry “1907 The construction of the Djibouti-Addis Abeba railway be-
gins” (p. xxxi) is evidently wrong. To avoid such an erroneous entry, all one
needs is to simply look up the fact in such sources as R. PANKHURST’s Eco-
nomic History of Ethiopia. The construction of the first part of the
Djibouti-Addis Abiba railway (which stretched as far as Derredawa) had been
completed five years earlier than the given date. What the author probably in-
tended to say is that the continuation of the construction further inland was taken
up in 1907. An inaccuracy of a different category occurs on p. xxxiv where it is
stated: “1935 ... 9 December, Ras Mulugheta invites Ethiopians to rebel against
the Italians”. What does “rebel” mean? The Italians had not yet occupied Ethi-
opia by the given date, and the Ethiopian Minister of Defence could not have
possibly encouraged his people to “rebel”!

The author is apparently not familiar with Ethiopian culture of names and ti-
tles. “the Kassa brothers” (p. 194) is a European form of referring to brothers, but
indeed alien to Ethiopian culture. Excepting the leader, the members of the Ethio-
pian diplomatic delegation to the United States are mentioned (cf. p. 3) with “Ato”
attached to their names instead of Kantiba, Blatta, etc., titles which they had at-
tained through merit. Unlike in the European culture, in which titles can alternate
with Mr. or Mrs., titles are strictly applied in Ethiopia as long as they are not
stripped off by law. In the chapter on Ethiopian aristocracy (pp. 123-61), there is a
recurrent reference to the activities of “Ras Gugsa” during the Italian occupation.
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There have been only two personalities in this century bearing the same name and
title: 2 nephew of Empress Taytu who was killed in a battle in 1930, and a grand-
son of Emperor Yohannos IV who died of illness in 1932. SBACCHI was probably
referring to the son of the latter, Diggazmag Hayli Sollase, who had gone over to
the Italians. If so, it is amazing that Ras Haylu, Ras Ayyilew and Ras Soyyum are
referred to with their proper titles and names, and not with the names of their
fathers. After all, one has to be consistent in what one does.

On p. xxii, it is stated that “... the price of the conquest of Ethiopia in terms of
lives was high, and even higher for the Ethiopian people.” This statement is rather
cryptic, as the Ethiopian losses should actually be judged against defence of sover-
eignty and maintenance of liberty, and not against conquest of an Empire. The
Ethiopians did not have an Empire to conquer in 193541, or did the author in-
tend to compare the Italian losses to those of Ethiopia of the second half of the
19" century when it launched its scheme of building an Empire?

Another unqualified statement appears on p. xxiv: “... Mussolini, who was
obsessed with the Ambhara revolt, favored first putting down the Ethiopian
resistance before embarking on the conquest of French Somaliland.” What is
the “Amhara revolt”? If this statement refers to the patriotic movement leaders
and resistance fighters, it is totally ‘wrong, for the Ethiopian fighters were ethni-
cally and regionally fairly mixed in spite of the unfortunate fact that the pub-
lished Ethiopian sources have focused on Siwan resistance fighters.

The declaration of the Italian Empire is dated 9 May 1936, i.e. seven days after the
departure of Emperor Hayli Sallase and four days after the entry of the Italian
army in Addis Ababa. This is generally accepted by historians despite the fact that
the Italians had before them an expanse of territory yet to conquer. Occupation of
the Imperial capital is assumed to be the demise of the vanquished government
and the attainment of the ultimate political power of the conqueror. Apparently,
this assumption applies exclusively to a European power. The author refuses by
implication to accord the same right to the Ethloplan government when it was
resurrected in 1941. In the same chronology, it is noted that Hayli Sallase entered
Addis Ababa on 5 May, but “the end of the Italian Empire” strangely comes seven
months later with the fall of an Italian contingent in Gondar on 27 November.

The author’s assessment of Emperor Hayli Sallase’s policy regardmg educa-
tion and the freeing of slaves (pp. 12 f.) is imbalanced. The economic factor was
more important than the resistance of the nobility which was under his control
anyway at least after 1930. The major problem with the freeing of slaves was
what to do with them when separated from their masters. The government did
not have enough money to settle them, and the relatively few that were freed
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either returned to the protection of their original masters or offered themselves
in the markets for sale. The Italians and the anti-slavery societies of the time
scourged Ethiopia with their criticisms, but no foreign mission, society or gov-
ernment came up to offer a helping hand in this area. Again it was shortage of
money than anything else which limited the size and number of schools in
Ethiopia before and for ten or more years after the Italian invasion. The Italians,
too, did not invest much more in educating Ethiopians. Hence, the author’s
statement that “Ironically, it was the contact with Fascist Italy, however harsh
and cruel, that catapulted Ethiopia out of the Middle Ages” (p. 10) is a mere
rhetoric, to say the least.

Bairu Tafla
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