African American Voices Lesson Plans
Lesson Plan:

African American Response to the Italian Invasion of Ethiopia

Subjects:

World History
American History
American Government

Grade level:

9, 11, 12

NGSSS-SS:

SS.912.A.6.2
Understand the causes and
course of World War II, the
character of the war at home
and abroad, and its reshaping
of the United States' role in the
post-war world.
Describe the United States' response in the early years
of World War II; fostering the
Cross-cultural understanding
for historical events.

Description/
Abstract of Lesson:

After learning about the African American response to the 1935 Italian
invasion of Ethiopia, the students will develop a plan to make the general
public more aware of this event.

Objective(s):

The students will
•
•

Materials:

•
•
•
•

Duration:
Lesson Lead In/
Opening:

Demonstrate sensitivity and comprehension for multicultural
perspectives on historical events.
Exhibit concern for social/global injustice.

Internet resources
Political cartoon images of the 1935 invasion (attached)
Emperor Haile Selassie’s Appeal to the League of Nations
Speech (attached)
Book: Italy's War Crimes in Ethiopia (1935-1941) by Imani KaliNyah

1-2 class periods

1. The teacher will ask the students to find the year that World War II
began by using their textbook.
2. After discussing the textbook’s version, explain that for Ethiopians
World War II began with the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935.

Activity 1:

1. Provide the students with background information on the Italian
invasion of Abyssinia using the following web sites:

http://www.johndclare.net/EL6.htm
http://countrystudies.us/ethiopia/19.htm
2. Show and discuss Italian political cartoons that justified the invasion.
3. Have students read and discuss excerpts from Emperor Haile
Selassie’s Appeal to the League of Nations speech. You may want to
divide the students into groups and have each group member read a
different section of the speech.
4. Have students answer questions based on the reading: (Examples)
•

What warning does Emperor Haile Selassie give to the League
of Nations if it chooses not to significantly respond to the
invasion?

•

What acts of inhumanity does Selassie describe that took place
during the invasion?

•

What treaties were violated as a result of the invasion?

•

Considering that chemical weapons were used to exterminate
Ethiopian populations, to what other historical events can the
Italian invasion of Abyssinia be compared?

•

Would you consider the League of Nation’s partial embargo
towards Italy (in the form of raw materials) a sufficient measure
in response to this situation?

•

What religious significance would the Italians have with Ethiopia?

5. Have the student share their responses and discuss them as a class.

Activity 2:

1. Explain to the students that since the time of the Garvey movement,
many African Americans had a very strong spiritual connection to
Ethiopia for several reasons, including Ethiopia’s Biblical history and the
fact that it was one of only two African nations that were not physically
colonized by European nations.
Further discuss how many African Americans responded by boycotting
Italian-owned stores. Also explain and why 2,800 idealistic men and
women left the United States to defend Spain’s democratically elected
government from a military uprising backed by Fascist and Nazi dictators
(that had strong ties with Italy). 90 of them were African Americans (2 of
which were women).
You can refer to the following web pages as resources:
http://www.johndclare.net/league_of_nations6bhtm
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/heroesvillains/g3/

Also refer to the suggested book list as additional references.

2. Show the students how there are still African Americans today who
continue to bring awareness to the Italian invasion of Ethiopia and seek
to have the Italian government financially compensate Ethiopia for the
atrocities it committed over 70 years ago.
Use the following websites as examples:

http://www.blackpast.org/?q=gah/selassie-haile-1892-1975
http://www.fettan.com/Documents/ItalysWarCrimes.html

3. Divide the students into groups. Have each group design an easily
implemented plan of action that promotes community awareness to a
relatively unfamiliar yet important event/information.
4. Have the groups present their plans and discuss them as a class.

Cross Cultural
Extended Lessons:

Assessment:

•
•

Suggested Books
In Lesson:

•

Assist students in finding ways of implementing their plans in the
community.

•

Have the students write essays/reports comparing and
contrasting the Ethiopian holocaust to the holocaust of other
peoples throughout history (i.e. Jews, African Americans, Native
Americans, the Japanese in World War II, African populations in
Darfur).

Evaluate answers to questions and action plans according to
historical accuracy, grammar and neatness.
Consider cooperation and creativity grades in group activities.

Meriwether, J. H. (2001) Proudly We Can Be Africans: Black Americans
And Africa, 1935 – 1961, The University of North Carolina Press
Kali-Nyah, I. (2002) Italy's War Crimes in Ethiopia (1935-1941): Evidence
for the War Crimes Commission : Special Year 2000 Edition,
Ethiopian Holocaust Remembrance Committee
Nicolle, D. (1997) The Italian Invasion of Abyssinia 1935-36 (Men-atArms), Osprey Publishing
Sbacchi, A. (1997) Legacy of Bitterness: Ethiopia and Fascist Italy, 19351941, Red Sea Press

APPEAL TO THE LEAGUE OF NATIONS
His Imperial Majesty Haile Selassie I
June 1936 Geneva, Switzerland

"I, Haile Selassie I, Emperor of Ethiopia, 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. There is
no precedent for a Head of State himself speaking in this assembly. But there is also no
precedent for a people being victim of such injustice and being at present threatened by
abandonment to its aggressor. Also, there has never before been an example of any
Government proceeding to the systematic extermination of a nation by barbarous means,
in violation of the most solemn promises made by the nations of the earth that there
should not be used against innocent human beings the terrible poison of harmful gases. It
is to defend a people struggling for its age-old independence that the head of the
Ethiopian Empire has come to Geneva to fulfill this supreme duty, after having himself
fought at the head of his armies.
I pray to Almighty God that He may spare nations the terrible sufferings that have just
been inflicted on my people, and of which the chiefs who accompany me here have been
the horrified witnesses. It is my duty to inform the Governments assembled in Geneva,
responsible as they are for the lives of millions of men, women and children, of the
deadly peril which threatens them, by describing to them the fate which has been suffered
by Ethiopia. It is not only upon warriors that the Italian Government has made war. It has
above all attacked populations far removed from hostilities, in order to terrorize and
exterminate them.
At the beginning, towards the end of 1935, Italian aircraft hurled upon my armies bombs
of tear-gas. Their effects were but slight. The soldiers learned to scatter, waiting until the
wind had rapidly dispersed the poisonous gases. The Italian aircraft then resorted to

mustard gas. Barrels of liquid were hurled upon armed groups. But this means also was
not effective; the liquid affected only a few soldiers, and barrels upon the ground were
themselves a warning to troops and to the population of the danger.
It was at the time when the operations for the encircling of Makalle were taking place that
the Italian command, fearing a rout, followed the procedure which it is now my duty to
denounce to the world. Special sprayers were installed on board aircraft so that they
could vaporize, over vast areas of territory, a fine, death-dealing rain. Groups of nine,
fifteen, eighteen aircraft followed one another so that the fog issuing from them formed a
continuous sheet. It was thus that, as from the end of January, 1936, soldiers, women,
children, cattle, rivers, lakes and pastures were drenched continually with this deadly
rain. In order to kill off systematically all living creatures, in order to more surely to
poison waters and pastures, the Italian command made its aircraft pass over and over
again. That was its chief method of warfare. Ravage and Terror.
The very refinement of barbarism consisted in carrying ravage and terror into the most
densely populated parts of the territory, the points farthest removed from the scene of
hostilities. The object was to scatter fear and death over a great part of the Ethiopian
territory. These fearful tactics succeeded. Men and animals succumbed. The deadly rain
that fell from the aircraft made all those whom it touched fly shrieking with pain. All
those who drank the poisoned water or ate the infected food also succumbed in dreadful
suffering. In tens of thousands, the victims of the Italian mustard gas fell. It is in order to
denounce to the civilized world the tortures inflicted upon the Ethiopian people that I
resolved to come to Geneva. None other than myself and my brave companions in arms
could bring the League of Nations the undeniable proof. The appeals of my delegates
addressed to the League of Nations had remained without any answer; my delegates had
not been witnesses. That is why I decided to come myself to bear witness against the
crime perpetrated against my people and give Europe a warning of the doom that awaits
it, if it should bow before the accomplished fact. Is it necessary to remind the Assembly
of the various stages of the Ethiopian drama? For 20 years past, either as Heir Apparent,
Regent of the Empire, or as Emperor, I have never ceased to use all my efforts to bring
my country the benefits of civilization, and in particular to establish relations of good
neighbourliness with adjacent powers. In particular I succeeded in concluding with Italy
the Treaty of Friendship of 1928, which absolutely prohibited the resort, under any
pretext whatsoever, to force of arms, substituting for force and pressure the conciliation
and arbitration on which civilized nations have based international order.

Country More United
In its report of October 5th, 1935, the Committee of Thirteen recognized my effort and the
results that I had achieved. The Governments thought that the entry of Ethiopia into the
League, whilst giving that country a new guarantee for the maintenance of her territorial
integrity and independence, would help her to reach a higher level of civilization. It does
not seem that in Ethiopia today there is more disorder and insecurity than in 1923. On the
contrary, the country is more united and the central power is better obeyed. I should have
procured still greater results for my people if obstacles of every kind had not been put in

the way by the Italian Government, the Government which stirred up revolt and armed
the rebels. Indeed the Rome Government, as it has today openly proclaimed, has never
ceased to prepare for the conquest of Ethiopia. The Treaties of Friendship it signed with
me were not sincere; their only object was to hide its real intention from me. The Italian
Government asserts that for 14 years it has been preparing for its present conquest. It
therefore recognizes today that when it supported the admission of Ethiopia to the League
of Nations in 1923, when it concluded the Treaty of Friendship in 1928, when it signed
the Pact of Paris outlawing war, it was deceiving the whole world. The Ethiopian
Government was, in these solemn treaties, given additional guarantees of security which
would enable it to achieve further progress along the specific path of reform on which it
had set its feet, and to which it was devoting all its strength and all its heart.

Wal-Wal Pretext
The Wal-Wal incident, in December, 1934, came as a thunderbolt to me. The Italian
provocation was obvious and I did not hesitate to appeal to the League of Nations. I
invoked the provisions of the treaty of 1928, the principles of the Covenant; I urged the
procedure of conciliation and arbitration. Unhappily for Ethiopia this was the time when
a certain Government considered that the European situation made it imperative at all
costs to obtain the friendship of Italy. The price paid was the abandonment of Ethiopian
independence to the greed of the Italian Government. This secret agreement, contrary to
the obligations of the Covenant, has exerted a great influence over the course of events.
Ethiopia and the whole world have suffered and are still suffering today its disastrous
consequences. This first violation of the Covenant was followed by many others. Feeling
itself encouraged in its policy against Ethiopia, the Rome Government feverishly made
war preparations, thinking that the concerted pressure which was beginning to be exerted
on the Ethiopian Government, might perhaps not overcome the resistance of my people to
Italian domination. The time had to come, thus all sorts of difficulties were placed in the
way with a view to breaking up the procedure; of conciliation and arbitration. All kinds
of obstacles were placed in the way of that procedure. Governments tried to prevent the
Ethiopian Government from finding arbitrators amongst their nationals: when once the
arbitral tribunal was set up pressure was exercised so that an award favourable to Italy
should be given. All this was in vain: the arbitrators, two of whom were Italian officials,
were forced to recognize unanimously that in the Wal-Wal incident, as in the subsequent
incidents, no international responsibility was to be attributed to Ethiopia.

Peace Efforts
Following on this award, the Ethiopian Government sincerely thought that an era of
friendly relations might be opened with Italy. I loyally offered my hand to the Roman
Government. The Assembly was informed by the report of the Committee of Thirteen,
dated October 5th, 1935, of the details of the events which occurred after the month of
December, 1934, and up to October 3rd, 1935. It will be sufficient if I quote a few of the
conclusions of that report Nos. 24, 25 and 26 "The Italian memorandum (containing the
complaints made by Italy) was laid on the Council table on September 4th, 1935, whereas
Ethiopia's first appeal to the Council had been made on December 14th, 1934. In the

interval between these two dates, the Italian Government opposed the consideration of
the question by the Council on the ground that the only appropriate procedure was that
provided for in the Italo-Ethiopian Treaty of 1928. Throughout the whole of that period,
moreover, the dispatch of Italian troops to East Africa was proceeding. These shipments
of troops were represented to the Council by the Italian Government as necessary for the
defense of its colonies menaced by Ethiopia's preparations. Ethiopia, on the contrary,
drew attention to the official pronouncements made in Italy which, in its opinion, left no
doubt "as to the hostile intentions of the Italian Government."
From the outset of the dispute, the Ethiopian Government has sought a settlement by
peaceful means. It has appealed to the procedures of the Covenant. The Italian
Government desiring to keep strictly to the procedures of the Italo-Ethiopian Treaty of
1928, the Ethiopian Government assented. It invariably stated that it would faithfully
carry out the arbitral award even if the decision went against it. It agreed that the question
of the ownership of Wal-Wal should not be dealt with by the arbitrators, because the
Italian Government would not agree to such a course. It asked the Council to despatch
neutral observers and offered to lend itself to any enquiries upon which the Council might
decide.
Once the Wal-Wal dispute had been settled by arbitration, however, the Italian
Government submitted its detailed memorandum to the Council in support of its claim to
liberty of action. It asserted that a case like that of Ethiopia cannot be settled by the
means provided by the Covenant. It stated that, "since this question affects vital interest
and is of primary importance to Italian security and civilization" it "would be failing in its
most elementary duty, did it not cease once and for all to place any confidence in
Ethiopia, reserving full liberty to adopt any measures that may become necessary to
ensure the safety of its colonies and to safeguard its own interests."

Covenant Violated
Those are the terms of the report of the Committee of Thirteen, The Council and the
Assembly unanimously adopted the conclusion that the Italian Government had violated
the Covenant and was in a state of aggression. I did not hesitate to declare that I did not
wish for war, that it was imposed upon me, and I should struggle solely for the
independence and integrity of my people, and that in that struggle I was the defender of
the cause of all small States exposed to the greed of a powerful neighbour. In October,
1935, the 52 nations who are listening to me today gave me an assurance that the
aggressor would not triumph, that the resources of the Covenant would be employed in
order to ensure the reign of right and the failure of violence.
I ask the fifty-two nations not to forget today the policy upon which they embarked eight
months ago, and on faith of which I directed the resistance of my people against the
aggressor whom they had denounced to the world. Despite the inferiority of my weapons,
the complete lack of aircraft, artillery, munitions, hospital services, my confidence in the
League was absolute. I thought it to be impossible that fifty-two nations, including the
most powerful in the world, should be successfully opposed by a single aggressor.

Counting on the faith due to treaties, I had made no preparation for war, and that is the
case with certain small countries in Europe.
When the danger became more urgent, being aware of my responsibilities towards my
people, during the first six months of 1935 I tried to acquire armaments. Many
Governments proclaimed an embargo to prevent my doing so, whereas the Italian
Government through the Suez Canal, was given all facilities for transporting without
cessation and without protest, troops, arms, and munitions.

Forced to Mobilize
On October 3rd, 1935, the Italian troops invaded my territory. A few hours later only I
decreed general mobilization. In my desire to maintain peace I had, following the
example of a great country in Europe on the eve of the Great War, caused my troops to
withdraw thirty kilometers so as to remove any pretext of provocation. War then took
place in the atrocious conditions which I have laid before the Assembly. In that unequal
struggle between a Government commanding more than forty-two million inhabitants,
having at its disposal financial, industrial and technical means which enabled it to create
unlimited quantities of the most death-dealing weapons, and, on the other hand, a small
people of twelve million inhabitants, without arms, without resources having on its side
only the justice of its own cause and the promise of the League of Nations. What real
assistance was given to Ethiopia by the fifty two nations who had declared the Rome
Government guilty of a breach of the Covenant and had undertaken to prevent the
triumph of the aggressor? Has each of the States Members, as it was its duty to do in
virtue of its signature appended to Article 15 of the Covenant, considered the aggressor
as having committed an act of war personally directed against itself? I had placed all my
hopes in the execution of these undertakings. My confidence had been confirmed by the
repeated declarations made in the Council to the effect that aggression must not be
rewarded, and that force would end by being compelled to bow before right.
In December, 1935, the Council made it quite clear that its feelings were in harmony with
those of hundreds of millions of people who, in all parts of the world, had protested
against the proposal to dismember Ethiopia. It was constantly repeated that there was not
merely a conflict between the Italian Government and the League of Nations, and that is
why I personally refused all proposals to my personal advantage made to me by the
Italian Government, if only I would betray my people and the Covenant of the League of
Nations. I was defending the cause of all small peoples who are threatened with
aggression.

What of Promises?
What have become of the promises made to me as long ago as October, 1935? I noted
with grief, but without surprise that three Powers considered their undertakings under the
Covenant as absolutely of no value. Their connections with Italy impelled them to refuse
to take any measures whatsoever in order to stop Italian aggression. On the contrary, it
was a profound disappointment to me to learn the attitude of a certain Government

which, whilst ever protesting its scrupulous attachment to the Covenant, has tirelessly
used all its efforts to prevent its observance. As soon as any measure which was likely to
be rapidly effective was proposed, various pretexts were devised in order to postpone
even consideration of the measure. Did the secret agreements of January, 1935, provide
for this tireless obstruction? The Ethiopian Government never expected other
Governments to shed their soldiers' blood to defend the Covenant when their own
immediately personal interests were not at stake. Ethiopian warriors asked only for means
to defend themselves. On many occasions I have asked for financial assistance for the
purchase of arms That assistance has been constantly refused me. What, then, in practice,
is the meaning of Article 16 of the Covenant and of collective security?
The Ethiopian Government's use of the railway from Djibouti to Addis Ababa was in
practice a hazardous regards transport of arms intended for the Ethiopian forces. At the
present moment this is the chief, if not the only means of supply of the Italian armies of
occupation. The rules of neutrality should have prohibited transports intended for Italian
forces, but there is not even neutrality since Article 16 lays upon every State Member of
the League the duty not to remain a neutral but to come to the aid not of the aggressor but
of the victim of aggression. Has the Covenant been respected? Is it today being
respected?
Finally a statement has just been made in their Parliaments by the Governments of certain
Powers, amongst them the most influential members of the League of Nations, that since
the aggressor has succeeded in occupying a large part of Ethiopian territory they propose
not to continue the application of any economic and financial measures that may have
been decided upon against the Italian Government. These are the circumstances in which
at the request of the Argentine Government, the Assembly of the League of Nations
meets to consider the situation created by Italian aggression. I assert that the problem
submitted to the Assembly today is a much wider one. It is not merely a question of the
settlement of Italian aggression.

League Threatened
It is collective security: it is the very existence of the League of Nations. It is the
confidence that each State is to place in international treaties. It is the value of promises
made to small States that their integrity and their independence shall be respected and
ensured. It is the principle of the equality of States on the one hand, or otherwise the
obligation laid upon small Powers to accept the bonds of vassal ship. In a word, it is
international morality that is at stake. Have the signatures appended to a Treaty value
only in so far as the signatory Powers have a personal, direct and immediate interest
involved? No subtlety can change the problem or shift the grounds of the discussion. It is
in all sincerity that I submit these considerations to the Assembly. At a time when my
people are threatened with extermination, when the support of the League may ward off
the final blow, may I be allowed to speak with complete frankness, without reticence, in
all directness such as is demanded by the rule of equality as between all States Members
of the League?

Apart from the Kingdom of the Lord there is not on this earth any nation that is superior
to any other. Should it happen that a strong Government finds it may with impunity
destroy a weak people, then the hour strikes for that weak people to appeal to the League
of Nations to give its judgment in all freedom. God and history will remember your
judgment.

Assistance Refused
I have heard it asserted that the inadequate sanctions already applied have not achieved
their object. At no time, and under no circumstances could sanctions that were
intentionally inadequate, intentionally badly applied, stop an aggressor. This is not a case
of the impossibility of stopping an aggressor but of the refusal to stop an aggressor. When
Ethiopia requested and requests that she should be given financial assistance, was that a
measure which it was impossible to apply whereas financial assistance of the League has
been granted, even in times of peace, to two countries and exactly to two countries who
have refused to apply sanctions against the aggressor? Faced by numerous violations by
the Italian Government of all international treaties that prohibit resort to arms, and the use
of barbarous methods of warfare, it is my painful duty to note that the initiative has today
been taken with a view to raising sanctions. Does this initiative not mean in practice the
abandonment of Ethiopia to the aggressor? On the very eve of the day when I was about
to attempt a supreme effort in the defense of my people before this Assembly does not
this initiative deprive Ethiopia of one of her last chances to succeed in obtaining the
support and guarantee of States Members? Is that the guidance the League of Nations and
each of the States Members are entitled to expect from the great Powers when they assert
their right and their duty to guide the action of the League? Placed by the aggressor face
to face with the accomplished fact, are States going to set up the terrible precedent of
bowing before force?
Your Assembly will doubtless have laid before it proposals for the reform of the
Covenant and for rendering more effective the guarantee of collective security. Is it the
Covenant that needs reform? What undertakings can have any value if the will to keep
them is lacking? It is international morality which is at stake and not the Articles of the
Covenant. On behalf of the Ethiopian people, a member of the League of Nations, I
request the Assembly to take all measures proper to ensure respect for the Covenant. I
renew my protest against the violations of treaties of which the Ethiopian people has been
the victim. I declare in the face of the whole world that the Emperor, the Government and
the people of Ethiopia will not bow before force; that they maintain their claims that they
will use all means in their power to ensure the triumph of right and the respect of the
Covenant.
I ask the fifty-two nations, who have given the Ethiopian people a promise to help them
in their resistance to the aggressor, what are they willing to do for Ethiopia? And the
great Powers who have promised the guarantee of collective security to small States on

whom weighs the threat that they may one day suffer the fate of Ethiopia, I ask what
measures do you intend to take?
Representatives of the World, I have come to Geneva to discharge in your midst the most
painful of the duties of the head of a State. What reply shall I have to take back to my
people? "
H.I.M. Emperor Haile Selassie I
June, 1936
Geneva, Switzerland

Italian Invasion of Ethiopia
Political Cartoons
Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia was justified with political cartoons such as this
one, portraying the act as an attempt to liberate and civilize the people
there.

On May 9, 1936, Benito Mussolini formally annexed the region and
regarded the invasion as “the greatest colonial war that history has
recorded.” He proclaimed King Victor Emanuel III Emperor of Abyssinia.
The war was won with the use of poison gas and aircraft against people
who were practically defenseless. Within a month, Abyssinia, along with
Eritrea and Italian Somaliland, was incorporated into a single colony, Italian
East Africa.

