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CHAPTER I 

THE DIPLOMATIC BACKGROUND 

When, on May 9, 1936, the I t a l i a n government f o r m a l l y 

proclaimed the annexation of E t h i o p i a , * i t marked more than 

the passing o f the l a s t , major, independent A f r i c a n s t a t e ; 

i t s i g n i f i e d the de f a c t o demise o f the League of Nations as 

a c r e d i b l e instrument of i n t e r n a t i o n a l a r b i t r a t i o n . Much of 

the blame f o r the League's f a i l u r e t o resolve the I t a l o -

E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s o f 1935-1936 r e s t s upon the French govern­

ment. 

Although the p o l i c y which was fo l l o w e d by France proved 

t o be s i n g u l a r l y unsuccessful, i t appears, i n r e t r o s p e c t , 

t h a t t h e r e was a t l e a s t one a l t e r n a t i v e p o l i c y which could 

have provided France a g r e a t e r measure of s e c u r i t y ; and 

s e c u r i t y , a f t e r a l l , was France's c h i e f concern f o l l o w i n g 

World War I . That p o l i c y , one of f i r m adherance t o the 

League of Nations, was advocated most f o r c e f u l l y w i t h i n 

the country by the French Communist Party. However, before 

examining the motives o f the P a r t i Communiste Franyaise 

* I n Europe, a t t h a t time, the terra " A b y s s i n i a " was more 
f r e q u e n t l y used when r e f e r r i n g t o E t h i o p i a ; however, both 
terms were used interchangeably. 
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(PCF) , as w e l l as the extent t o which they supported t h e i r 

p o l i c y , i t would be w e l l t o review the background o f the 

I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s i t s e l f . 

The c r i s i s o f 1935-1936 traces i t s h e r i t a g e t o the 

great scramble f o r A f r i c a n colonies which took place i n the 

l a s t q u a r t e r o f the n i n e t e e n t h century. The possession o f 

a colony i n A f r i c a became, i n the p e r i o d between about 1880 

and 1910, a c r i t e r i o n of greatness among the powers o f 

western Europe. Whether or not the subjugated t e r r i t o r y 

was an economic asset mattered l i t t l e a t t h a t t i m e . 

I n 1879, the I t a l i a n c o l o n i a l possessions i n A f r i c a 

c onsisted o f the p o r t of Assab on the Red Sea.^ Twelve 

years l a t e r Assab was p a r t of the I t a l i a n colony o f E r i t r e a 

encompassing approximately 50,000 square m i l e s . F i v e 

hundred miles t o the southeast was another newly acquired 

t e r r i t o r y , I t a l i a n Somaliland. Extending westward between 

these two colonies was the independent kingdom of E t h i o p i a . 

The I t a l i a n d e s i r e t o dominate E t h i o p i a d i d not appear 

suddenly i n the WSO's; i t dates from f i f t y years e a r l i e r . 

When Menelik I I , i n h i s s t r u g g l e w i t h r i v a l c h i e f t a i n s , 

I j . D . Fage and Roland O l i v e r , A Short H i s t o r y o f A f r i c a 
( B altimore: Penguin Books, 1966), pp. 181-189. 
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sought a i d from the I t a l i a n s , he received not o n l y arms bu t 

a d i s t a s t e f u l lesson i n European diplomacy. I n 1889, Menelik 

signed the Treaty o f U c c i a l l i , the most important p r o v i s i o n 

of which was t h a t E t h i o p i a would conduct her f o r e i g n r e l a t i o n s 

through the I t a l i a n government. Prime M i n i s t e r C r i s p ! 

i n t e r p r e t e d the I t a l i a n t e x t of the t r e a t y t o mean t h a t 

E t h i o p i a had agreed t o become a p r o t e c t o r a t e of I t a l y . ^ I t 

i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note, i n l i g h t o f t h e i r p o l i c i e s i n 1935-36, 

t h a t B r i t a i n acquiesced t o the I t a l i a n c l a i m w h i l e i t was 

France who supported Menelik when he denounced the I t a l i a n 

a s s e r t i o n of a protectorate.-^ 

I t a l y ' s attempt, i n 1895-96, t o force E t h i o p i a t o 

accept the I t a l i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the T r e a t y o f U c c i a l l i 

was t o have serious long-term consequences. On March 1, 1896, 

a t Aduwa, i n n o r t h e r n E t h i o p i a , the I t a l i a n s s u f f e r e d a 

resounding defeat a t the hands of the E t h i o p i a n s . The f a c t 

t h a t the I t a l i a n s were badly outnumbered d i d not lessen the 

impact upon I t a l y ' s i m p e r i a l p r e t e n t i o n s nor upon C r l s p i ' s 

p o l i t i c a l career. More s i g n i f i c a n t l y , t h i s h u m i l i a t i n g defeat 

•^George Baer, The Coming o f the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n War 
(Cambridge: Harvard U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1967), pp, 2-3. 

^Rene A l b r e c h t - C a r r i e , A Diplomatic H i s t o r y o f Europe 
Since the Congress of Vienna (New York: Harper and Row, 
1958), p. 216. 
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o f a European n a t i o n by a p o o r l y developed, non-western, 

country l e f t a residue o f disgrace which f u t u r e I t a l i a n 

Governments f e l t had t o be avenged i n order t o r e s t o r e 

n a t i o n a l p r i d e . For E t h i o p i a , however, Aduwa provided a t 

l e a s t a b r i e f r e s p i t e from c o l o n i a l pressure. 

For several years p r i o r t o Aduwa, France had been 

p r o v i d i n g munitions t o E t h i o p i a . This was n o t done because 

she was i n t e r e s t e d i n the country's freedom per se, but because 

she was t r y i n g t o counter I t a l i a n c o l o n i a l expansion i n east 

A f r i c a . I n a d d i t i o n , France wanted to p r o t e c t the D j i b o u t i -

Addis Ababa r a i l w a y concession which was a c q u i r e d i n 1893. 

Half a century l a t e r I t a l i a n i n t e r v e n t i o n i n E t h i o p i a would 

not seem q u i t e as d e t r i m e n t a l t o France's n a t i o n a l i n t e r e s t . 

I n f a c t , w i t h i n a decade o f the debacle a t Aduwa France was 

j o i n i n g w i t h I t a l y and B r i t a i n i n a pact t o d e f i n e the c o l o n i a l 

i n t e r e s t s o f each w i t h regard t o E t h i o p i a . I n the T r i p a r t i t e 

Treaty o f December 13, 1906, France, as w e l l as B r i t a i n , 

"recognized, and o f f i c i a l l y accepted the paramount c o l o n i a l 

iraportance o f E t h i o p i a f o r I t a l y . " ^ I t a l y ' s d e s i r e f o r 

Abyssinia was c l e a r l y not a b a t i n g . Nevertheless, i n the years 

immediately preceding the F i r s t World War, I t a l y was f o r c e d t o 

Baer, p. 6. 
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c o n t r o l her c o l o n i a l ambitions i n east A f r i c a . This was due 

i n p a r t t o France's c o u n t e r v a i l l i n g i n t e r e s t s i n E t h i o p i a , 

e s p e c i a l l y those associated w i t h the D j i b o u t i - A d d i s Ababa 

r a i l w a y , as w e l l as I t a l y ' s f a i l u r e t o o b t a i n German support 

f o r her claims. 

The war which engulfed Europe from 1914-1918 granted 

E t h i o p i a a r e s p i t e from the I t a l i a n t h r e a t a t the very time 

when Menelik's death and the ensuing c i v i l war would have 

made the country the most v u l n e r a b l e to o u t s i d e i n t e r v e n t i o n . 

Yet, i t was the long-term e f f e c t s of World War I which were 

to have such serious i m p l i c a t i o n s f o r the freedom of E t h i o p i a , 

As w i l l be seen, many of the f a c t o r s i n v o l v e d i n the I t a l o -

E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s o f 1935-1936 need t o be examined i n the l i g h t 

o f the p o l i t i c a l and p s y c h o l o g i c a l changes wrought by the 

Great War. 

One of the promises which came due a t the end o f the 

war was the one made t o I t a l y i n order t o induce her t o 

intervene on the side o f the A l l i e s . A r t i c l e 13 o f the 

Treaty o f London (1915) promised t h a t I t a l y would r e c e i v e 

t e r r i t o r i a l i n d e m n i f i c a t i o n i n A f r i c a i f B r i t a i n or France 

enlarged t h e i r holdings by the a c q u i s i t i o n o f former German 

c o l o n i e s . ^ The d i f f i c u l t y w i t h A r t i c l e 13 was i t s l a c k o f 

^Maxwell H.H. Macartney and Paul Cremona, I t a l y ' s Foreign 
and C o l o n i a l P o l i c y , 1914-1937 (London: Oxford U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1938), p. 47. 
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s p e c i f i c i t y i n t r y i n g t o provide f o r postwar developments. 

What was recognized, however, was I t a l y ' s r i g h t t o have the 

f r o n t i e r s of E r i t r e a and Somaliland r e v i s e d i n her f a v o r . 

Thus, I t a l i a n expansion i n east A f r i c a was t o be o f f i c i a l l y 

sanctioned by B r i t a i n and France, as w e l l as the f o u r t h 

s i g n a t o r y , Russia, What remained t o be agreed upon a f t e r 

the war was the s p e c i f i c l o c a l e and extent o f I t a l y ' s compen­

s a t i o n . While B r i t a i n and France attempted t o c o n f i n e post­

war n e g o t i a t i o n s t o the f r o n t i e r s between t h e i r c o l o n i e s and 

those of I t a l y , ^ the l a t t e r envisioned more extensive changes. 

Perhaps the most audacious c l a i m made by I t a l y , w h i l e she 

was a t t e m p t i n g to gain her compensation under A r t i c l e 13, 

was f o r the cession t o her o f the French-owned D j i b o u t i -

Addis Ababa r a i l w a y and the colony o f French Somaliland.^ 

I t a l y ' s claims were r e j e c t e d by France b o t h i n 1915 and 
o 

d u r i n g the Paris n e g o t i a t i o n s o f 1919, Without d i s c u s s i n g 

the shortcomings and m e r i t s o f the mandate system, i t i s 

s u f f i c i e n t t o say t h a t the hypocrisy of the B r i t i s h and 

^Treaty of London, 1915, A r t i c l e 13, quoted i n Macartney 
and Cremona, pp. 44-48. 

^Macartney and Cremona, p. 68. 

8Baer, pp. 11-13. 
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French i n assuring themselves o f the b e n e f i t s o f Germany's 

former c o l o n i a l empire, w h i l e denying the I t a l i a n s a commen­

surate share o f the s p o i l s , served only t o e m b i t t e r the 

I t a l i a n government. 

Although I t a l y was t e m p o r a r i l y prevented from a c q u i r i n g 

the a d d i t i o n a l t e r r i t o r y which she desired i n east A f r i c a , 

she d i d not cease t o seek means by which her i n f l u e n c e i n 

th a t p a r t o f the c o n t i n e n t could be enhanced. Since the two 

colonies of E r i t r e a and Somaliland, which I t a l y a l r e a d y h e l d , 

were n o t contiguous, i t i s h a r d l y s u r p r i s i n g t h a t a way would 

be sought t o connect them. During the Paris n e g o t i a t i o n s o f 

1919, T i t t o n i , the I t a l i a n f o r e i g n m i n i s t e r , suggested t h a t 

B r i t a i n and France urge the Abyssinian government t o grant 

I t a l y a concession f o r a r a i l w a y t o connect I t a l y ' s two east 

A f r i c a n c o l o n i e s . ^ The I t a l i a n request was noteworthy because 

the proposed route would have passed to the west o f Addis 

Ababa. C l e a r l y , such a r o u t e , two hundred m i l e s f u r t h e r west 

than necessary, would g r e a t l y f a c i l i t a t e the e x p l o i t a t i o n o f 

the E t h i o p i a n highlands. Although I t a l y ' s proposal was 

coupled w i t h a pledge t o support B r i t a i n ' s wish t o b u i l d a dam 

Baer, pp. 11-13. 
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on Lake Tana, i t was supported by n e i t h e r B r i t a i n nor France. 

The c h i e f reasons f o r t h i s was t h a t both c o u n t r i e s wanted 

t o preserve t h e i r own i n f l u e n c e i n E t h i o p i a as much as 

po s s i b l e . 

When the decade of the nineteen-twenties opened, I t a l y 

was a country which had been f r u s t r a t e d i n her attempts t o 

secure what she considered j u s t compensation f o r the s a c r i ­

f i c e s made during wartime. The resentment caused by these 

setbacks remained a l i v e w i t h i n the I t a l i a n f o r e i g n o f f i c e , 

which made frequent overtures t o France and B r i t a i n f o r 

support i n g a i n i n g economic concessions i n E t h i o p i a . While 

l i t t l e or nothing r e s u l t e d a t t h a t time, d e s p i t e I t a l y ' s 

p e r s i s t e n c e , two events d i d take place i n the e a r l y 1920's 

which were t o have paramount iraportance i n the years t h a t 

f o l l o w e d . 

I n October, 1922, Benito M u s s o l i n i , leader of the I t a l i a n 

F a s c i s t s , came t o power as a nation-wide seizure o f m u n i c i p a l 

governments culminated i n the "March on Rome." The impact of 

M u s s o l i n i upon I t a l y ' s f o r e i g n p o l i c y was t o be g r e a t , and 

f o r E t h i o p i a t r a g i c . 

1-OGaetano Salvemini, Prelude t o World War I I (New York: 
Doubleday and Company, IncT^ 1954) , p. 75"! 
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I n the 1920's, M u s s o l i n i "was e s s e n t i a l l y a b e l i e v e r i n 

slow expansion based on the maintenance o f the t r a d i t i o n a l 

alignment w i t h B r i t a i n . T h e c r u c i a l p o i n t i s t h a t 

M u s s o l i n i was pursuing an expansionist f o r e i g n p o l i c y . 

I m p l i c i t i n a dynamic i m p e r i a l i s m such as t h a t e n v i s i o n e d by 

I l Duce was the r e v i s i o n of the post-war s e t t l e m e n t a t 

V e r s a i l l e s . Herein l a y the basis f o r a c l a s h between the 

p o l i c i e s o f France and I t a l y . Whereas I t a l y was t o adopt 

an ever more a c t i v e f o r e i g n p o l i c y , t h a t o f France was f i r m l y 

rooted i n the maintenance o f the status quo ante beHum. 

As one h i s t o r i a n put I t : 

the d e c i s i v e obstacle t o co-operation between 
France and I t a l y l a y i n the f a c t t h a t I t a l y . . . 
was a d i s s a t i s f i e d country and could not be 
a t t r a c t e d t o France by mare guarantees o f the 
e s t a b l i s h e d order. She was out f o r change. . , 
and many of the changes which she d e s i r e d could 
be e f f e c t e d only by f a r - r e a c h i n g French con­
cessions . 12 

I t should be noted t h a t d u r i n g the decade f o l l o w i n g the 

war o p p o s i t i o n t o m o d i f i c a t i o n o f the V e r s a i l l e s Treaty was 

evinced most s t r o n g l y by the French Ri g h t . The L e f t r e t u r n e d 

l iH. S t u a r t Hughes, "The E a r l y Diplomacy o f I t a l i a n Fascism, 
1922-1932," i n The Diplomats, 1919-1939, ed. Gordon A. Craig 
and F e l i x G i l b e r t ( Princeton: Princeton U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1953) , p. 229. 

•^Arnold Wolfers, B r i t a i n and France between Two Wars 
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1940), p. 143. 
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t o the p a c i f i s m which i t had espoused p r i o r t o 1914. 

Included i n the l a t t e r group was the r e c e n t l y organized French 

Communist Party. I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g then, since Center-

Right c o a l i t i o n s h e l d power i n France during most o f the 

1920*8, t h a t a g e n e r a l l y h a r d - l i n e , n a t i o n a l i s t i c , p o l i c y 

was f o l l o w e d toward I t a l y ' s c o l o n i a l ambitions. This was 

e s p e c i a l l y t r u e i n the years 1922-24, 1926-29, when Raymond 
T, - ' - 1 4 Porncare was p r e m i e r . ^ 

I t should not be i n f e r r e d from the above t h a t , d u r i n g 

1924-26, when a Left-Center c o a l i t i o n was i n power, the French 

were amenable t o making t e r r i t o r i a l concessions t o I t a l y . 

Thus, although r e l a t i v e l y c o r d i a l r e l a t i o n s p r e v a i l e d d u r i n g 

the b r i e f era o f Locarno, t h i s was also a time when the French 

government renewed i t s i n t e n t i o n t o c o n t a i n I t a l y ' s expan­

s i o n i s t aims i n east A f r i c a . 

The event which demonstrated t h i s r e s o l v e occurred i n 

1925, when B r i t a i n agreed t o support I t a l i a n wishes f o r a 

sphere of i n f l u e n c e i n western E t h i o p i a . I n exchange, I t a l y 

was t o back B r i t a i n i n the l a t t e r ' s n e g o t i a t i o n s f o r T u r k i s h 

l^David Thomson, Democracy i n France since 1870 (New York: 
Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1964), pp. 129-130. 

1 4 I b i d . , pp. 201-205. 
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r e c o g n i t i o n o f the mandate over I r a q . 15 when France was 

informed o f the conclusion o f the pact, a p r o t e s t was immediately 

lodged w i t h B r i t a i n and I t a l y . U n f o r t u n a t e l y , d e s p i t e the 

f a c t t h a t France was v o i c i n g support f o r E t h i o p i a , the reason 

f o r her doing so was based upon s e l f - i n t e r e s t . France 

a l l e g e d t h a t the A n g l o - I t a l i a n accord v i o l a t e d the t r e a t y 

o f 1906, which had guaranteed a l l three s i g n a t o r i e s equal 

r i g h t s i n E t h i o p i a . - ^ By 1925, however, t h e r e were more 

r e l i a b l e guarantors of E t h i o p i a ' s sovereignty than France. 

I n September, 1923, there occurred an event whose import 

could h a r d l y have been foreseen: E t h i o p i a was a d m i t t e d t o 

the League of Nations. Supporting E t h i o p i a ' s admission was 

France, which hoped thereby t o gain i n f l u e n c e i n Addis Ababa; 

opposing her admittance, i n i t i a l l y , on the grounds o f wide­

spread s l a v e r y , was B r i t a i n . - ^ The p o s i t i o n s o f these two 

c o u n t r i e s and the s t r e n g t h of t h e i r committments were t o be 

q u i t e d i f f e r e n t a f t e r the events o f the e a r l y 1930's. 

Had E t h i o p i a not been admitted to the League i t i s 

probable t h a t the I t a l i a n takeover i n 1935-1936 would not 

•^Baer, pp. 14-16. 
1 6 I b i d . , p. 16. 
1 ' ' F r a n k l i n D. Laurens, France and the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n C r i s i s , 

1935-1936 (The Hague: Mouton, 1967), p. 13. 
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have Led t o the r i f t i n F r a n c o - I t a l i a n r e l a t i o n s which 

f o l l o w e d . Furthermore, i f E t h i o p i a ' s membership had not 

forced the League t o take a c t i o n i n 1935, and thus r e v e a l i t s 

impotence, there i s a t l e a s t the p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t the League 

of Nations could have presented a more u n i t e d f r o n t a g a i n s t 

H i t l e r w i t h i n Europe, Such post f a c t o observations are not 

meant t o imply t h a t the r e s o l u t i o n of the E t h i o p i a c r i s i s 

would have d e t e r r e d H i t l e r i n any way, but merely t h a t 

circumstances might have been less favorable f o r Germany 

had the E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s not undermined France's s e c u r i t y 

system. 

I n August, 1928, a twenty year t r e a t y o f " F r i e n d s h i p and 

A r b i t r a t i o n " was concluded between I t a l y and E t h i o p i a , 

From 1928 t o 1935 was t o be a s h o r t twenty years. I n August, 

1930, y e t another t r e a t y w i t h E t h i o p i a was signed. This time 

B r i t a i n and France j o i n e d I t a l y and E t h i o p i a i n s i g n i n g a 

pact t o r e g u l a t e the sale o f arras t o E t h i o p i a , The s t a t e d 

purpose of t h i s agreeraent was t o keep weapons out of the 

hands o f c h i e f t a i n s who were not l o y a l t o the government i n 

Addis Ababa, The f a c t t h a t such l i m i t a t i o n s would tend t o 

make E t h i o p i a raore dependent upon f o r e i g n powers f o r a i d . 

l 8 B a e r , p, 20, 
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w h i l e weakening her v i s - a - v i s these same c o u n t r i e s could 

not have escaped n o t i c e w i t h i n the f o r e i g n m i n i s t r i e s o f 

Europe. As i s evident, i n the years p r i o r t o t h e c r i s i s , 

there was a pl e t h o r a of t r e a t i e s , but a lamentable l a c k of 

candor on the p a r t of the s i g n a t o r i e s . 

By 1930, t h i s lengthy s e r i e s of t r e a t i e s and i n f o r m a l 

agreements had accustomed France and the ot h e r European 

powers t o d i s r e g a r d the sovereignty o f E t h i o p i a When t h e i r 

own c o l o n i a l i n t e r e s t s were i n v o l v e d . W i t h i n France, however, 

d u r i n g the e a r l y 1930^, a s e r i e s of f o r e i g n and domestic events 

began t o a l t e r the t r a d i t i o n a l outlook o f many Frenchmen, so 

t h a t by iy35 the f o r e i g n p o l i c y p o s i t i o n s o f most French 

p a r t i e s had been s i g n i f i c a n t l y m o d i f i e d . 

13 



CHAPTER I I 

THE SITUATION IN FRANCE PRIOR TO THE ROME AGREEMENTS 

As nas been mentioned above, the c h i e f f o r e i g n p o l i c y 

concern o f France f o l l o w i n g World War I was n a t i o n a l s e c u r i t y . 

This a n x i e t y was a d i r e c t r e s u l t o f the d r e a d f u l losses 

s u f f e r e d by France: one m i l l i o n three hundred thousand 

dead and over h a l f a m i l l i o n maimed.^ This was a st a g g e r i n g 

blow t o a n a t i o n which was w e l l aware t h a t i t s b i r t h - r a t e 

was i n s u f f i c i e n t even t o maintain a s t a b l e p o p u l a t i o n , much 

less t o compensate f o r such depopulation.^ A s i f the War 

i t s e l f had not done enough t o d i s i l l u s i o n France, the 

Wilsonian se t t l e m e n t , which had been forced upon France a t 

V e r s a i l l e s , began t o d i s i n t e g r a t e almost immediately as the 

United States Senate refused t o help guarantee European 

s e c u r i t y . 

France, l a r g e l y as a r e s u l t o f t h i s f a i l u r e t o secure 

b i n d i n g committments f o r her s e c u r i t y , began t o c o n s t r u c t a 

defensive framework of t r e a t i e s reminiscent o f the pre-war 

•'•J.P.T. Bury, France, 1814-1940 (New York: A.S. Barnes 
and Company, 1962), p. 252. 

^Rene Remond, At l a s H i s t o r i q u e de l a France Contemporaine, 
1800-1965 ( P a r i s : L i b r a i r i e Armand C o l i n , 1966), pp. 28-30. 
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a l l i a n c e s . A l l o f France's m i l i t a r y and d i p l o m a t i c defenses 

were u l t i m a t e l y meant t o keep Germany i n check. These formal 

and i n f o r m a l a l l i a n c e s brought various unexpected and unwonted 

pressures upon the French government during the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n 

C r i s i s . 

I n view o f France's p o l i c y , i n 1935-1936, o f t r y i n g t o 

salvage F r a n c o - I t a l i a n r e l a t i o n s a t the expense of E t h i o p i a 

and the League, i t i s very i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t the 

sentiment of France's a l l i e s was overwhelming i n f a v o r o f 

E t h i o p i a . A d m i t t e d l y , the motives were o f t e n openly s e l f -

s e r v i n g , as i n the case o f the L i t t l e Entente, which was 

s t r o n g l y opposed to a strengthening o f F r a n c o - I t a l i a n r e l a ­

t i o n s because they wanted French p r o t e c t i o n from I t a l y . ^ 

B r i t a i n backed E t h i o p i a , but was mainly i n t e r e s t e d i n pre­

s e r v i n g the League of Nations f o r f u t u r e use i n Europe. 4 

Then, there was Russia. 

Because of her p o t e n t i a l m i l i t a r y s t r e n g t h and her 

geographical l o c a t i o n , Russia would seem t o be an i d e a l a l l y 

against a resurgent Germany. Yet, there were se r i o u s i d e o l o ­

g i c a l problems. France, under Clemenceau, had opposed the 

^Wolfers, p. 143. 

4The Times (London), October, 1935, passim. 
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Russian Revolution t o the p o i n t o f urgin g m i l i t a r y support 

f o r t he an t i - B o l s h e v i k s as long as two years a f t e r t he 

November Revolution.^ Although de j u r e r e c o g n i t i o n o f the 

Soviet regime was f i n a l l y granted i n 1924 by the R a d i c a l -

S o c i a l i s t government o f Edouard H e r r i o t , the French Right 

r e t a i n e d , i n 1935, a deep d i s t r u s t o f Russia. By the 1930 ,s, 

however, considerations o f n a t i o n a l s e c u r i t y had begun t o 

outweigh b l i n d animosity. I n November, 1932, a Franco-Soviet 

Non-Aggression Pact was signed, but i t was not u n t i l a f t e r 

H i t l e r came t o power i n Germany t h a t Russia and France made 

a serious e f f o r t t o strengthen t h e i r r e l a t i o n s . ^ This came 

about c h i e f l y because o f the Soviet r e - e v a l u a t i o n o f the 

f a s c i s t t h r e a t which seemed t o be developing i n western 

Europe. As a r e s u l t , during 1934, n e g o t i a t i o n s took place 

which culminated i n the Franco-Soviet Mutual Assistance Treaty 

of May 1935. Although the Treaty was not r a t i f i e d by the 

French u n t i l the f o l l o w i n g year, i t s t i l l represented a step 

i n the French moderates' search f o r p r o t e c t i o n from the 

•^J. Hampden Jackson, Clemenceau and the T h i r d Republic 
(New York: C o l l i e r , 1962), pp. 151-152. 

fyyiax B e l o f f , The Foreign P o l i c y of Sovie t Russia, 1929-
1941, V o l . I : 1929-1936 (New YorEl Oxford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1947), pp. 23-24. 

''Adam B. Ulam, Expansion and Coexistence: The H i s t o r y 
of Soviet Foreign P o l i c y , 1917-1967 (New York: Praeger, 1968), 
pp. 195-196. 
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growing German t h r e a t . 

There was another important aspect t o the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between France and Russia. That was the l i n k between the two 

cou n t r i e s provided by the Communist Party. I n a sense, 

Russia was the only a l l y of France which, i n theory a t l e a s t , 

had an e n t i r e p o l i t i c a l p a r t y w i t h i n France t o a c t as her 

l i a i s o n . As w i l l be shown below, t h e r e were s e v e r a l f a c t o r s 

which acted t o modify t h i s assumption. I n a d d i t i o n t o 

France's t r e a t y committments there were o t h e r e x t e r n a l and 

domestic i n f l u e n c e s which should be taken i n t o account b e f o r e 

considering the a c t u a l outbreak o f the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n C r i s i s . 

Although the world-wide depression o f the 1930's a f f e c t e d 

France l a t e r than i t d i d the r e s t o f Europe and was l e s s severe, 

i t j n e v ertheless, increased the malaise o f the working c l a s s , 8 

Most o f these workers gave t h e i r p o l i t i c a l a l l e g i a n c e t o the 

p a r t i e s o f the L e f t , i n c l u d i n g t o a large degree the Communist 

Party. A very important r e s u l t of t h i s s i t u a t i o n was t h a t 

during the p e r i o d o f the Abyssinian a f f a i r the c o n s t i t u e n c y 

of the Communist Party was more concerned w i t h the domestic 

Jesse R. P i t t s , " C o n t i n u i t y and Change i n Bourgeois 
France," I n Search o f France, Stanley Hoffmann e t . a l . (New 
York: Harper and Row, 1963), pp. 264-265. 
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problem of t h e i r own welf a r e than would have been the case 

otherwise, 

A major c o n s i d e r a t i o n w i t h i n France, and one which was 

r e l a t e d t o the problem o f n a t i o n a l s e c u r i t y , was the domestic 

f a s c i s t t h r e a t . Tracing t h e i r h e r i t a g e from the n i n e t e e n t h 

century monarchists, the f a s c i s t s o r c r y p t o - f a s c i s t s i n France 

were o f t e n organized i n t o armed leagues, many of which adhered 

to the extreme a n t i - P a r l i a m e n t a r y d o c t r i n e o f Charles Maurras 1 

A c t i o n Francaise. 

These enemies o f the Republic thought they saw t h e i r 

chance t o overthrow the regime i n the wake o f the S t a v i s k y 

scandal o f 1933, The f a s c i s t r i o t i n g of February 6, 1934, 

l e f t t he Republic i n t a c t , but i t exacerbated the i d e o l o g i c a l 

p o l a r i z a t i o n which was already apparent i n the i n t e r a c t i o n of 

f o r e i g n and domestic a f f a i r s . ^ 

The demonstrations and counter-demonstrations which took 

place i n Paris dur i n g February, 1934, brought France t o the 

b r i n k o f c i v i l war. Yet, the s o - c a l l e d "Government o f 

N a t i o n a l Union" which was formed t o r e s t o r e confidence i n 

9 B u r y , pp, 273-275. 
1 0Thomson, pp. 182-183. 
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the T h i r d Republic f a i l e d t o in c l u d e e i t h e r Communists or 

S o c i a l i s t s . As a r e s u l t o f t h e i r mutual e x c l u s i o n from, and 

t h e i r o p p o s i t i o n t o , the Government the two p a r t i e s o f the 

L e f t began t o draw c l o s e r together during l a t e 1934 and 

e a r l y 1935,^ Although both p a r t i e s were o f t e n seeking 

s i m i l a r ends t h e i r deeply-rooted d i s t r u s t o f each other made 

o u t r i g h t co-operation very unpalatable p r i o r t o mid-1935. 

Maurice Thorez, the Secretary of the C e n t r a l Committee 

of the French Communist Party since 1932, had c o n s i s t e n t l y 

minimized the t h r e a t o f fascism and had concentrated h i s 

energies against the S o c i a l i s t s as much as ag a i n s t the Right.12 

His a t t i t u d e t y p i f i e d t h a t o f the leadership o f the PCF p r i o r 

to l a t e 1934. Jacques D o r i o t , a leading French Communist 

who advocated co-operation w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s b e f o r e such 

a p o l i c y was o f f i c i a l l y sanctioned was e x p e l l e d from the 

Party i n June, 1934. I t was the c o n t i n u i n g v o c i f e r o u s 

•^Le P o p u l a i r e , November-December, 1934; L'Humanite, 
November, 1934, February-March, 1935. Le Pop u l a i r e was the 
o f f i c i a l organ o f the French S o c i a l i s t P a r t y , Section 
Francaise de I ' I n t e r n a t i o n a l e Quvriere (S.F.I.O.). L'Humanite 
was the o f f i c i a l p u b l i c a t i o n of the P a r t i Communiste Francaise. 
Each o f these newspapers was the c h i e f means o f di s s e m i n a t i n g 
the c u r r e n t p o l i c y of t h e i r r e s p e c t i v e p a r t i e s . 

l ^ D a n i e l R. Brower, The New Jacobins: The French Communist 
Party and the Popular Front ( I t h a c a : C o r n e l l U n i v e r s i t y Press, 
1968), pp. 52-55. 

1 3 I b i d . , p. 61. 
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b e l l i g e r e n c e of the French Right t h a t began t o d r i v e the 

Communists and S o c i a l i s t s c l o s e r together o n l y a few months 

a f t e r D o r i o t ' s expulsion. 

Since the major domestic issue and the c h i e f f o r e i g n 

p o l i c y problem were both m a n i f e s t a t i o n s o f the f a s c i s t t h r e a t 

i t was not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t the French Communists took a f i r m 

stand against f a s c i s t encroachments abroad. Thus, when the 

I t a l i a n s began t o mount a f u l l - f l e d g e d d i p l o m a t i c and 

m i l i t a r y a s s a u l t against E t h i o p i a i t was q u i t e n a t u r a l t h a t 

the PCF should attempt t o counter i t . 

The beginning o f the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s i s u s u a l l y 

dated from the c l a s h between I t a l i a n and E t h i o p i a n troops 

which took place a t Walwal^ 4 i n southeastern E t h i o p i a on 

December 5, 1934. I r o n i c a l l y , when t h i s i n c i d e n t occurred, 

the Ethiopians were a c t i n g as an escort f o r a B r i t i s h sur­

veying team which was attempting t o prevent I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n 

f r i c t i o n by d e l i n e a t i n g the boundary between E t h i o p i a and 

I t a l i a n S o m a l i l a n d . T h e Walwal i n c i d e n t i t s e l f would 

probably have been resolveable had M u s s o l i n i not wished t o 

•"-^Other frequent s p e l l i n g s were Oual Oual, U a l u a l , and 
Wal Wal. 

•^Baer, pp. 44-51; The Times (London), December 10, 1934. 
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use i t as a p r e t e x t f o r fomenting t r o u b l e w i t h E t h i o p i a . 

P r i o r t o Walwal there was no concerted e f f o r t on the 

pa r t o f the Communists^'' t o denounce I t a l i a n aims i n east 

A f r i c a , although they d i d recognize the t h r e a t posed by I t a l y . 

They c e r t a i n l y , however, avoided excessive optimism such as 

th a t shown by the B r i t i s h i n the London Times p r i o r t o Walwal. 

Despite the movement o f I t a l i a n troops toward the f r o n t i e r 

of E t h i o p i a , which was "made necessary /""sic 7 by the d i s ­

q u i e t i n g rumours suggesting t h a t I t a l y was p r e p a r i n g t o 

a t t a c k her neighbour," the Times, a t l e a s t , b e l i e v e d t h a t 

"The exchange o f assurances o f peaceful i n t e n t i o n s between 

the two Governments should put an end t o the rumours o f 

tension."18 

A f t e r these "rumours o f t e n s i o n " m a t e r i a l i z e d a t Walwal 

on December 5, the French and B r i t i s h both continued t o 

temporize; the B r i t i s h s a i d t h a t the boundary between E t h i o p i a 

and I t a l i a n Somaliland "has never been demarcated on the 

ground."1^ True, but Walwal was f i f t y m i l e s i n s i d e the 

u n o f f i c i a l border. Le Temps, whose " B u l l e t i n de Jour" was 

•^Baer, pp. 40-44; Macartney and Cremona, p. 302. 
l^Unless otherwise s t a t e d , "Communists" w i l l r e f e r t o the 

French Communists. 
l 8The Times, October 1, 1934. 
1 9 I b i d . , December 19, 1934. 
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a mouthpiece f o r the Quai d'Orsay when Center-Right govern­

ments were i n power,20 also b e l i t t l e d the f r o n t i e r i n c i d e n t 

which took place i n I t a l i a n Somaliland as having l i t t l e 

importance attached t o i t by o f f i c i a l c i r c l e s o f the French 

Government.^! This tolerance was hardly s u r p r i s i n g coming 

from a newspaper which the preceding year had p r a i s e d 

Mussolini's regime as being "a f i n e and 'modern' one."22 

Likewise, i n view o f t h e i r i d e o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s , the 

condemnation of I t a l y by the Communists was not unexpected. 

A major d i f f e r e n c e was t h a t the Communists were o u t s i d e the 

Government and could not shape f o r e i g n p o l i c y d i r e c t l y . The 

importance o f French f o r e i g n p o l i c y i n the burgeoning I t a l o -

E t h i o p i a n d i s p u t e became evident a t the beginning o t 1935 

when a series o f meetings took place i n Rome between the 

French f o r e i g n m i n i s t e r , P i e r r e L a v a l , and M u s s o l i n i . The 

Rome Agreements were t o cast a p a l l over a l l subsequent 

events i n the c r i s i s . 

2^Charles A. Micaud, The French Right and Nazi Germany, 
1933-39: A Study of Pub l i c Opinion (Durham: Duke U n i v e r s i t y 
Press, 1943), p. 8. 

L e Temps, December 9, 1934. 
22Eugene Weber, A c t i o n Francaise: Royalism and Reaction 

i n Twentieth Century France (Stanford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1962). 
p. 287. 
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CHAPTER I I I 

THE ROME AGREEMENTS: PRELUDE TO COMPLICITY 

I n 1935, between January 5th and 7th , Foreign M i n i s t e r 

Laval met fou r times w i t h M u s s o l i n i . ^ Out o f these meetings 

there emerged f o u r p u b l i c agreements and an equal number which 

remained s e c r e t . Two o f these f o u r secret s e c t i o n s were 

"exchanges o f l e t t e r s , p roclaiming French d i s i n t e r e s t i n the 

economic sphere i n E t h i o p i a . " ^ A secret l e t t e r o f January 7, 

s t a t e d , i n p a r t : 

the French Government does not look i n Abyssinia 
f o r s a t i s f a c t i o n o f any i n t e r e s t s o t h e r than those 
economic i n t e r e s t s r e l a t i n g to the t r a f f i c o f the 
J i b u t i - A d d i s Ababa r a i l w a y i n the zone d e f i n e d i n 
the annex t h e r e t o . Nevertheless, the French Gov­
ernment does not by t h i s renounce the r i g h t s which 
i t s subjects and pr o t e c t e d persons enjoy under the 
Franco-Abyssinian Treaty o f January 10, 1908, nor 
the concessions which i t has obtained over p a r t s 
of Abyssinia s i t u a t e d outside the zone mentioned 
above, nor the renewal o f the a f o r e s a i d concessions.3 

As can be seen, even a f t e r these r e l a t i v e l y minimal 

French i n t e r e s t s had been provided f o r , a g r e a t deal o f f r e e ­

dom of a c t i o n remained t o M u s s o l i n i . According t o the l a t e r 

^Le Temps, January 5-10, 1935. 
^D.C. Watt, "The Secret La v a l - M u s s o l i n i Agreement o f 

1935 on E t h i o p i a , " Middle East J o u r n a l , XV ( w i n t e r 1961), 
p. 69. 

3 I b i d . , p. 77. 
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testimony of Lava l , t h i s freedom was meant t o extend only 

i n t o t h e economic sphere. 4 y e t , from the very moment the 

t a l k s began there was spe c u l a t i o n t h a t E t h i o p i a ' s independence 

would be undermined by a p r i v a t e agreement between Laval and 

M u s s o l i n i . While Laval was i n Rome the French Communists 

were warning of the long-term dangers i n h e r e n t i n any accord 

t h a t would s a c r i f i c e E t h i o p i a t o the c o l o n i a l ambitions o f 

I t a l y : 

The French Government by a t t a c h i n g i t s name /""to an 
agreement t h a t would a l l o w I t a l y t o dominate 
Ethiopia_7 w i l l create a s i n g u l a r precedent. 
Tomorrow other a p p l i c a n t s w i l l r e c l a i m t h e i r places 
a t the c o l o n i a l banquet. Tomorrow H i t l e r w i l l put 
f o r t h h i s candidature f o r a p o r t i o n . ^ 

The Communist's fears o f g i v i n g encouragement t o H i t l e r 

were t o prove a l l too t r u e , as was seen a t the time o f the 

r e m i l i t a r i z a t i o n o f the Rhineland and a f t e r w a r d . But, as 

h i s subsequent p o l i c y a t Stresa was t o demonstrate, Laval's 

avowed i n t e n t i o n was t o strengthen the a l l i a n c e against 

H i t l e r , not t o weaken i t . 

Whatever the i n t e n t o f the published and p r i v a t e accords 

of Rome, t h e i r net e f f e c t was t o assure M u s s o l i n i t h a t France 

^ J o u r n a l Q f f i c i e l de l a Republique Francaise. Chambre. 
DebatsT December 27-28, 1935. Hereafter c i t e d as J.O.C. 

^L 1Humanite, January 6, 1935. 

24 



would not be a major obstacle t o h i s plans f o r E t h i o p i a , 

Whether or not Laval d e l i b e r a t e l y , and o v e r t l y , gave M u s s o l i n i 

a promise o f French acquiescence t o I t a l y ' s p o l i t i c a l ambi­

t i o n s i n east A f r i c a has never been c o n c l u s i v e l y determined. 

Since both men were very anxious t o reach an agreement a t 

Rome—Laval wanting t o strengthen I t a l i a n t i e s w i t h France 

and M u s s o l i n i wanting t o n e u t r a l i z e French r e s i s t a n c e p r i o r 

t o h i s E t h i o p i a n v e n t u r e — i t i s q u i t e p o s s i b l e t h a t a 

misunderstanding r e s u l t e d on the question o f E t h i o p i a ' s 

f u t u r e . "One i s l e d even t o wonder i f t h e qu e s t i o n was 

not t a c i t l y l e f t i n t h a t gray and cloudy limbo where one 

assumes t h a t one has been understood f o r f e a r t h a t d i r e c t 

i n q u i r y may show t h a t one has no t . " ^ 

The importance o f the Rome t a l k s l i e s v ery much i n 

what the two sides thought had been agreed upon. On the 

I t a l i a n side i t was f e l t t h a t "'So f a r as France was con­

cerned, no obstacles would be placed i n our path i n any 

eventual a c t i o n we should take against A b y s s i n i a . 1 ^ This 

o p i n i o n f a i t h f u l l y r e f l e c t s the s i t u a t i o n as i t was seen by 

a l l observers i n Rome."8 The French on the o t h e r hand 

6D.C. Watt, p. 73. 
^Marshal DeBono, quoted i n Macartney and Cremona, pp. 

299-300. 
^Macartney and Cremona, p. 300. 
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g e n e r a l l y praised Laval f o r having ameliorated Franco-

I t a l i a n r e l a t i o n s and f o r having improved chances f o r peace 

i n Europe, 9 

Among the major P a r i s i a n d a i l i e s t h e r e was one which 

d i d n o t succumb t o the euphoria which f o l l o w e d Laval's 

r e t u r n from Rome,-^ The Communist Party organ, L'Humanite^, 

began c a s t i n g aspersions upon the F r a n c o - I t a l i a n t a l k s from 

the time they began and increased both the tempo and 

i n t e n s i t y o f i t s c r i t i c i s m a f t e r the p u b l i c p r o v i s i o n s o f 

the agreements were announced. There was immediate f e a r 

t h a t b o t h B r i t a i n and France were prepared t o stand by and 

a l l o w I t a l y t o make a second Manchuria o f Ab y s s i n i a . 

This assessment o f Et h i o p i a ' s f u t u r e proved, i n the end, t o 

be accurate, B r i t a i n ' s support o f the League n o t w i t h s t a n d i n g . 

There were good reasons f o r the Communist press t o 

suspect t h a t the Rome Agreements contained s e c r e t p r o v i s i o n s . 

I t i s a measure o f the French press's c r e d u l i t y , and even 

Q 
Laurens, pp. 31-36; Le Temps, January 8-9, 1935; Le 

Popu l a i r e , January 9, 1935. 
^L a u r e n s , pp. 31-36, surveys the p o l i t i c a l spectrum o f 

P a r i s i a n newspapers f o l l o w i n g Laval's r e t u r n from Rome. How­
ever, he omits any reference t o L 1Humanite o r any other v e h i c l e 
of Communist o p i n i o n , perhaps because i t would have weakened 
h i s a s s e r t i o n t h a t "the b i g Paris d a i l i e s , . . . , gave the 
impression t h a t the Rome agreement was o f pure b e n e f i t t o France." 

-̂L' Human i t e, January 12, 1935. 
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more so a r e f l e c t i o n o f tne stro n g d e s i r e f o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

s e c u r i t y , t h a t o t n e r newspapers d i d not comment upon the 

d i s p a r i t y between the publisned accords and the long-standing 

claims made by I t a l y , The p u b l i c agreements i n d i c a t e d t n a t 

M u s s o l i n i had renounced I t a l y ! s claims t o c o l o n i a l i n d e m n i f i ­

c a t i o n stemming from A r t i c l e 13 of the 1915 Treaty o f London 

i n exchange f o r some unpopulated desert areas and the r i g h t 

to purchase a mere seven percent o f the stock i n the French-

owned D j i b o u t i - A d d i s Ababa r a i l r o a d , 1 2 Such magnanimity was 

not customary o f I I Duce, but could be understood i f i n 

a c t u a l i t y Laval had i n t i m a t e d t h a t I t a l y c o u l d descend upon 

E t h i o p i a w i t h o u t f e a r o f French r e p r i s a l s . 

T his was, i n f a c t , what L'Humanite began suggesting 

w i t h i n c r e a s i n g r e g u l a r i t y i n the weeks f o l l o w i n g the Rome 

m e e t i n g , I 3 On January 19, G a b r i e l P e r i , the l e a d i n g p o l i ­

t i c a l a n a l y s t o f the Communist d a i l y , suggested t h a t d u r i n g 

the Rome t a l k s Laval had assented t o g r a n t i n g M u s s o l i n i "a 

fr e e hand /"""les mains l i b r e s 7" i n E t h i o p i a , I 4 The f o l l o w i n g 

week th e same charge was repeated even more b l u n t l y : "We 

l z B a e r , pp, 75-79; Le Temps, January 7-8, 1935, 

•^L'Humanite 7, January-February, 1935, passim. 
l 4 I b i d , , January 19, 1935. 
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do not doubt t h a t the m i n i s t e r o f the F l a n d i n government 

Z -Laval_7 h a s given M u s s o l i n i a f r e e hand so t h a t I t a l i a n 

i m p e r i a l i s m can throw i t s e l f i n t o the conquest o f E t h i o p i a . 

This theme of Laval having granted M u s s o l i n i a f r e e hand i n 

E t h i o p i a became the dominant charge l e v e l l e d a g a i n s t the 

then f o r e i g n m i n i s t e r throughout the c r i s i s . 

The only " f r e e hand"--and he d i d not use those words--

t h a t L a v a l acknowledged g r a n t i n g I t a l y was i n the economic 

sphere. 

I granted t o I t a l y , by a formula o f economic 
re l i n q u i s h m e n t , the r i g h t , to the e x c l u s i o n o f 
France, of asking f o r concessions throughout 
E t h i o p i a , except where we have acquired r i g h t s . 

I n exchange, I t a l y grants t o France the same 
r i g h t s i n a zone which has been d e l i m i t e d on the 
map, and which appeared s u f f i c i e n t , i n any case 
necessary, f o r the support of the t r a f f i c on the 
D j i b o u t i t o Addis-Ababa r a i l w a y . ^ 

The k i n d e s t a p p r a i s a l o f Laval's a c t i o n s i s t o assume 

t h a t tie was abysmally ignorant o f the preparations which 

M u s s o l i n i was making f o r a war i n Ethiopia.^-^ Otherwise, 

there i s l i t t l e excuse f o r h i s f a i l u r e t o r e a l i z e t h a t the 

type o f o u t l e t which M u s s o l i n i wanted f o r I t a l y ' s economy 

•^L'Humanite, January 24, 1935. 

•^J.O.C., second session o f December 28, 1935. p. 2865 

•^Salvemini, p. 278n. 
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and her surplus p o p u l a t i o n could only be achieved through 

p o l i t i c a l as w e l l as economic p e n e t r a t i o n of E t h i o p i a . 

Furthermore, Laval, and those who accepted h i s agreement 

w i t h M u s s o l i n i a t i t s face v a l u e , were c r i m i n a l l y u n c r i t i c a l 

of M u s s o l i n i ' s arguments i f they b e l i e v e d t h a t one o f h i s 

major reasons f o r wanting t o expand I t a l i a n i n f l u e n c e i n 

east A f r i c a was t o provide an area f o r I t a l i a n i m m i g r a t i o n ; 

a mere f i v e thousand I t a l i a n s had s e t t l e d i n E r i t r e a which 

I t a l y already held. 1- 8 

The Communists were n e i t h e r u n c r i t i c a l o f the arguments 

f a v o r i n g the Rome Agreements nor disposed t o b e l i e v e t h a t 

any French c o m p l i c i t y i n the feared subjugation o f E t h i o p i a 

would be u n i n t e n t i o n a l . They maintained t h a t a dishonorable 

pact had been made between the two men d u r i n g t h e i r meetings 

i n Rome: "Now, i n order t o gain the assistance o f I t a l y i n 

c e n t r a l Europe, the government i n Paris has allowed her t o 
19 

have a f r e e hand i n A f r i c a . " The PCF was not disposed t o 

l e t such an arrangement pass unchallenged. J u s t two weeks 

a f t e r the f a t e f u l meeting between Laval and M u s s o l i n i , the 

l^P e t e r J. Larmour, The French Radical Party i n the 1930's 
(Stan f o r d : Stanford U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1964), p. l»8n. 

•^L'Humanite, January 23, 1935. 
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Communists f i r s t a l l u d e d t o a possible means f o r c o u n t e r i n g 

the c o l o n i a l war which they were c e r t a i n was i n the o f f i n g . 

The o b l i g a t i o n o f the p r o l e t a r i a t o f France, 
I t a l y , and England i s c l e a r l y o u t l i n e d : They must 
show s o l i d a r i t y w i t h the Abyssinian people against 
the i m p e r i a l i s t plunderers of London, P a r i s , Rome, 
and also those o f Tokyo. With a l l the f o r c e o f 
t h e i r u n i t e d F r o n t , they w i l l support the oppressed 
Abyssinians against imperialism.^0 

This paragraph from an a r t i c l e w r i t t e n s h o r t l y a f t e r 

the Rome meeting reveals much more than G a b r i e l P e r i ' s 

penchant f o r using the standard r h e t o r i c o f the French 

Communist Party. The i n c l u s i o n of England as one o f the 

" i m p e r i a l i s t plunderers" reveals t h a t the PCF, a t t h a t t i m e , 

was s t i l l assuming t h a t B r i t a i n would s t r o n g l y support 

M u s s o l i n i . The r e s u l t s o f the Peace B a l l o t , which was hel d 

from November, 1934, t o June, 1935, had not y e t l e d the B r i t i s h 

government t o re-evaluate i t s p o l i c y toward I t a l y and the 

League o f Nations,^1 i t was t o be i n England t h a t the 

" p r o l e t a r i a t " would make i t s opinions most e f f e c t i v e l y f e l t . 

On the other hand, the most t h a t could be expected o f the 

workers i n I t a l y , e s p e c i a l l y those belonging t o the out­

lawed Communist Party, was moral support. 

^L'Humanite, January 23, 1935, 

2 l B a e r , pp. 202-207. 
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The French Communists, by using vague phrases such as 

"showing s o l i d a r i t y w i t h the Abyssinians," were a v o i d i n g 

f i r m committments t o s p e c i f i c courses of a c t i o n and were 

l e a v i n g themselves w i t h more freedom to form u l a t e t a c t i c s 

l a t e r . Yet, the Communists, a t l e a s t , were t a k i n g a stand 

against any I t a l i a n conquest o f E t h i o p i a a t a time when 

other p a r t i e s e i t h e r d i d not perceive the seriousness o f 

the t h r e a t o r , l i k e the extreme Ri g h t , would have applauded 

such an undertaking. 

I t should not be assumed t h a t the Communist a t t a c k s 

upon the Rome agreements extended no f u r t h e r than the pages 

of L'Humanlte^, although they were most prominent t h e r e . 

I n the Chamber o f Deputies, where the Communists h e l d less 

than two percent of the more than f i v e hundred and f i f t y 

seats, G a b r i e l P e r i , the v o c a l Communist c r i t i c o f French 

f o r e i g n p o l i c y , c a l l e d upon Laval t o e x p l a i n "the recent 

d i p l o m a t i c n e g o t i a t i o n s and the general o r i e n t a t i o n o f 

France's f o r e i g n p o l i c y . " 2 2 ^ 0 such accounting was t o be 

forthcoming, however, f o r se v e r a l months. I n the meantime, 

i t began t o appear t h a t the fears voiced by the PCF i n 

January were going t o be r e a l i z e d . 

On February 17, l i t t l e more than a month a f t e r h i s 

J.O.C, January 15, 1935. p. 78. 
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conversations w i t h L a v a l , i t was re p o r t e d by the Communists 

t h a t M u s s o l i n i was preparing t o send 30,000 s o l d i e r s t o 

re-enforce the I t a l i a n g a r r i s o n i n E r i t r e a . ^ 3 -phe p a r t y 

q u i t e n a t u r a l l y wondered what such lar g e numbers o f troops 

could be intended f o r i f not the eventual m i l i t a r y conquest 

of Ethiopia.24 phe embarkations o f I t a l i a n troops were 

rep o r t e d i n the Communist press o f t e n d u r i n g February and 

March. 

The f a i l u r e of the other P a r i s i a n newspapers t o take 

note o f I t a l i a n preparations f o r war provided the Communists 

w i t h another issue which they were not long developing: 

I t i s q u i t e s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t the French press 
which, f o r m e r l y , made too much of an uproar about 
the b e l l i c o s e speeches o f M u s s o l i n i , has made no 
p u b l i c commentary on the m o b i l i s a t i o n o f two 
d i v i s i o n s / " f o r s e r v i c e i n east Africa~T.23 

Not a word has appeared i n the French press 
concerning the two i n t e r v e n t i o n s , on the 13 and 
17 of February, of the Japanese ambassador t o 
Rome, M. Sugimura, who informed M u s s o l i n i t h a t 
Tokyo would oppose any attempt t o conquer 
Abyssinia. L*Humanite alone r e p o r t e d t h i s . 2 6 

What makes these charges p a r t i c u l a r l y noteworthy, 

coming from an I d e o l o g i c a l l y biased source, i s t h a t they are 

^ 3L'Humanite, February 17, 1935. 
2 4 i b i d . 
2 5 I b i d . , February 18, 1935. 
2 6 i b i d . , February 20, 1935. 
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b a s i c a l l y accurate. With the occasional exception o f the 

S o c i a l i s t newspaper, Le Populaire, the P a r i s i a n press, by 

and l a r g e , chose t o ignore news which would have r e f l e c t e d 

adversely upon France's new a l l y . 2 7 i n p a r t , t h i s could 

have been the r e s u l t of d e l i b e r a t e manipulation of the news 

by emissaries o f the I t a l i a n government. " I t a l y , . .was 

said t o have s c a t t e r e d s i x t y m i l l i o n l i r e among a number o f 

French d a i l i e s and p e r i o d i c a l s a t the time o f the E t h i o p i a n 

A f f a i r . " 2 8 

While I t a l i a n money could have been a f a c t o r , a l b e i t a 

very minor one a t t h a t e a r l y stage o f the c r i s i s , the PCF 

had a more p l a u s i b l e e x p l a n a t i o n , although a r a t h e r s i m p l i s t i c 

one. 

I t i s by the order o f the M i n i s t r y o f Foreign 
A f f a i r s t h a t the press has adopted t h i s a t t i t u d e 
o f c o m p l i c i t y w i t h the f a s c i s t crime i n A f r i c a . 

I t i s because, i n s p i t e o f the embarrassed 
l y i n g o f M. Lav a l , the accords o f E.ome c o n t a i n 
a secret clause g i v i n g a f r e e hand t o I t a l y i n 
Abyssinia.29 

The Communist a l l e g a t i o n t h a t the agreements contained 

a secret clause was a f a c t u a l one, although the intended 

2^Le F i g a r o , Le Populaire, Le Temps, February, March, 1935 
2 8Micaud, p. 9. 
29 / 

L'Humanite, February 20, 1935. 
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i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the p r i v a t e agreeraent i s debatable. The 

charge, made by L 1Humanite, t h a t the French Governraent was 

i n f l u e n c i n g the r e p o r t i n g o f the other newspapers was a t 

l e a s t p a r t i a l l y t r u e . Le Temps and several l e s s e r news­

papers were known to be " D i r e c t l y under the c o n t r o l o f the 

Comite des Forges." 3^ This a s s o c i a t i o n o f heavy i n d u s t r y 

was i n t u r n c l o s e l y a l l i e d w i t h conservative governments. 

The papers o f the extreme R i g h t , such as Charles Maurras' 

A c t i o n Francaise, were b a s i c a l l y I t a l o p h i l i c t o begin 

w i t h and needed no encouragement i n order t o heap p r a i s e 

upon M u s s o l i n i and h i s p r o j e c t s . 

As I t a l y ' s m i l i t a r y preparations became more apparent 

the Communists' condemnation o f I t a l y and the French Gov­

ernment al s o i n t e n s i f i e d . The L e f t i s t workers were c o n t i n ­

u a l l y reminded of the sequence o f events l e a d i n g up t o 

Mussolini's open preparations f o r war i n A f r i c a : "The con­

quest o f E t h i o p i a i s f o l l o w i n g the Accord o f Rome, because 

the Accord o f Rome gives I t a l y a f r e e hand i n east A f r i c a . " 3 

This constant r e p e t i t i o n o f the sarae charges appears t o have 

been e f f e c t i v e i n shaping the opinions o f L'Humanite's 

3 0Micaud, p. 8. 
3 1L'Humanite, February 13, 1935. 
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readers, e s p e c i a l l y since most o f them read no ot h e r news­
p a p e r , 3 2 

At the same time t h a t L*Humanite's e d i t o r i a l counter-

o f f e n s i v e was g a i n i n g momentum, the f i r s t c a l l s f o r d i r e c t 

a c t i o n on the p a r t of the workers began appearing i n the 

Party press. 

The C e n t r a l Committee o f the P,C.F, c a l l s upon 
the workers t o r e a c t v i g o r o u s l y i n a l l c o u n t r i e s 
against our own bourgeoisie who are engaged i n 
t h i s p o l i c y [_ of sup p o r t i n g I t a l i a n aims i n 
Ethiopia_7. They must c a l l f o r the complete pub­
l i c a t i o n of the accords o f Rome o f which the 
i n t e g r a l t e x t remains s e c r e t , 3 

Although such c a l l s t o a c t i o n were as y e t vague, they 

i m p l i e d t h a t the workers should employ the standard t a c t i c 

o f s t r e e t demonstrations, which u s u a l l y f u l f i l l e d a l l too 

w e l l the dictum t o "re a c t v i g o r o u s l y , " As the s p r i n g o f 

1935 approached, however, events which were t o i n f l u e n c e 

g r e a t l y the Communist s t r a t e g y i n the E t h i o p i a n a f f a i r 

were t a k i n g place i n d i p l o m a t i c c i r c l e s as w e l l as i n the 

s t r e e t s o f P a r i s . 

•^Micaud, p, 7. 

3 3L'Humanite, February 20, 1935, 
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CHAPTER IV 
THE FRANCO-SOVIET PACT AND ITS AFTERMATH 

On May 2, 1935, the Franco-Soviet Mutual Assistance 

Pact was signed by the f o r e i g n m i n i s t e r s o f the two c o u n t r i e s . 

The s i g n i n g o f t h i s agreement was the occasion f o r a major 

r e v i s i o n of the f o r e i g n and domestic p o l i c i e s o f the French 

Communist Par t y . An examination o f the a c t i v i t i e s and con­

cerns o f the PCF durin g the preceding s e v e r a l months 

w i l l help t o demonstrate j u s t how extensive t h i s p o l i c y 

s h i f t was. At the same time, i t can be seen t h a t i n some 

areas the Communists had already made s i g n i f i c a n t m o d i f i c a ­

t i o n s i n t h e i r t r a d i t i o n a l p o l i c i e s . 

During March, two important debates took place i n the 

Chamber o f Deputies; each saw the Communists i n the m i n o r i t y . 

On March 22, the Chamber took up the question of g r a n t i n g 

approval t o the agreements reached i n Rome d u r i n g the L a v a l -

M u s s o l i n i meetings of January. Despite the f a c t t h a t the 

s i t u a t i o n i n east A f r i c a had become raore tense and M u s s o l i n i 

was d i s p a t c h i n g raore troops every week, acts t o which 

L'Humanite had repeatedly drawn a t t e n t i o n , the raerabers o f 

the Charaber chose t o minimize these developments i n t h e i r 
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z e a l t o strengthen F r a n c o - I t a l i a n r e l a t i o n s . 

Even the S o c i a l i s t s who, t o a lesser degree than the 

Communists, had recognized and condemned I t a l i a n a c t i o n s i n 

A f r i c a put a higher value on t r y i n g t o improve Franco-

I t a l i a n r e l a t i o n s than on preventing a t h r e a t t o the freedom 

of a member o f the League o f Nations. I n p r e s e n t i n g the 

p o s i t i o n of the S o c i a l i s t s t o the Chamber, M. Henry F o n t a n i e r 

s t a t e d t h a t . 

C e r t a i n people w i l l be s u r p r i s e d t h a t we g i v e 
our approval t o the accord which has been con­
cluded between France and I t a l y , and w i l l say 
t h a t the S o c i a l i s t Party seems thus t o g i v e i t s 
support t o the p o l i t i c a l regime i n power i n I t a l y . 

This i s not the case. We remain, w i t h regard 
t o fascism, i n the same p o s i t i o n t h a t we were i n 
pr e v i o u s l y , ready t o combat i t wherever we en­
counter i t . Moreover, no one has ever conceded 
t h a t when one signs a t r e a t y w i t h another c o u n t r y , 
he renders hommage at the same time t o i t s p o l i t i c a l 
regime and gives a l l e g i a n c e t o i t s c o n s t i t u t i o n . 

We vote f o r t h i s accord because i t can c o n s o l i ­
date the peace, because i t can b r i n g about a rap-
proachment between two co u n t r i e s whose i n t e r e s t s 
are not a b s o l u t e l y opposed.^-

Although the hoped f o r rapproachment w i t h I t a l y was 

s h o r t - l i v e d and, i n r e t r o s p e c t , i t i s r e l a t i v e l y easy t o 

condemn those who, l i k e the S o c i a l i s t s , v o t e d f o r the Rome 

Accords, there i s one m i t i g a t i n g f a c t o r which should be 

taken i n t o account. On March 16, less than a week bef o r e 

J.O.C, March 22, 1935. p. 1203. 
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t h i s debate, Germany had p u b l i c l y renounced the m i l i t a r y 

r e s t r i c t i o n s of the Treaty o f V e r s a i l l e s . This open t h r e a t 

t o the f u t u r e s e c u r i t y o f Europe was at the v e r y l e a s t an 

emotional f a c t o r i n the t h i n k i n g of the supporters of the 

agreements w i t h I t a l y . T h e i r mistake was i n not foreseeing 

the p o s s i b l e subordination o f France's o t h e r i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

o b l i g a t i o n s t o t h i s i l l u s o r y a n t i - H i t l e r i a n a l l i a n c e . 

When the vote on the " b i l l g r a n t i n g approval t o a 

t r e a t y between France and I t a l y f o r the r e g u l a t i o n o f t h e i r 

i n t e r e s t s i n A f r i c a " was taken, 560 deputies voted t o 

approve the measure w h i l e only 10 opposed i t . 2 Throughout 

the months ahead the Communists were not t o l e t t h e i r 

f r i e n d s or enemies f o r g e t t h a t i t was they alone who w i t h ­

held approval o f an agreement which was a l l e g e d l y r e s p o n s i b l e 

f o r g i v i n g French support t o I t a l i a n i m p e r i a l i s m . 

Despite the f a c t t h a t , as w i l l be shown l a t e r , the 

Communist p o s i t i o n was based more upon ideology than upon 

c o n v i c t i o n , the arguments put f o r t h by the Communist deputy 

G a b r i e l P e r i were worthy of c o n s i d e r a t i o n : 

I t I s not our systematic o p p o s i t i o n , constant 
and r e s o l u t e , to fascism which d i c t a t e s , a t t h i s 
time, our a t t i t u d e . Whatever our repugnance w i t h 
regard t o the f a s c i s t regime and whatever h o r r o r 

J.O.C., March 22, 1935, p. 1213. 
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i t i n s p i r e s i n us, there are oth e r questions which 
we now pose. 

Do the t r e a t i e s o f Rome b r i n g an element o f 
peace and p r o t e c t i o n t o the world s i t u a t i o n ? Can 
they c o n s t i t u t e an obstac l e , however f r a g i l e , t o 
war? Can they discourage e n t e r p r i s e s o f conquest? 
There i s the r e a l problem. 

I t i s because we must give negative r e p l i e s t o 
these three questions t h a t . I n a s h o r t w h i l e , we 
w i l l cast our vote against r a t i f i c a t i o n o f the 
t r e a t i e s . For us, they sanction the p o l i c y of 
give and take. And never, i n the course o f h i s t o r y , 
has t h i s p o l i c y t r u l y strengthened the peace, 3 

A f t e r hearing the Government's arguments i n f a v o r o f 

r a t i f i c a t i o n . P e r i was q u i t e s k e p t i c a l o f t h e i r v e r a c i t y , 

e s p e c i a l l y since the concessions made t o I t a l y were made t o 

seem so i n s i g n i f i c a n t by the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f the Govern­

ment, He questioned the Foreign M i n i s t r y about the incon­

g r u i t y o f i t s argument: 

But then, i f the admitted and p u b l i c concessions 
are so I n s u b s t a n t i a l , by what m i r a c l e have they 
s a t i s f i e d I t a l i a n ambitions? 

I f I t a l y was s a t i s f i e d w i t h such minimal advan­
tages how does one keep from having the impression 
t h a t along side these p u b l i c concessions others 
have been consented t o ? 4 

This l a s t question drew applause from the non-Communist 

l e f t as w e l l as from the Communists, but applause d i d not 

ca r r y the same weight as d i d a non. 

JJ.O.C., March 22, 1935. p. 1205 
4 I b i d . 
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The d e s i r e f o r good r e l a t i o n s w i t h I t a l y , which proved 

i n the end t o be so damning t o the s e c u r i t y o f France and 

E t h i o p i a , was i n evidence again less than a month l a t e r when 

the heads of s t a t e and f o r e i g n m i n i s t e r s o f B r i t a i n , France, 

and I t a l y met a t Stresa to denounce H i t l e r ' s defiance o f the 

V e r s a i l l e s l i m i t a t i o n on arms. Perhaps the c h i e f importance 

of the meeting l a y i n the p s y c h o l o g i c a l e f f e c t i t had on 

France. The Stresa F r o n t , as the s h o r t - l i v e d a l l i a n c e 

against Germany was c a l l e d , gave France a f e e l i n g o f increased 

s e c u r i t y which was not warranted by the circumstances. 

Both d u r i n g the p r e l i m i n a r i e s i n March and d u r i n g the 

a c t u a l meetings the Communists condemned the Stresa conference 

as being i n f e r i o r t o Locarno—which i t unquestionably was— 

and as g i v i n g a i d t o an aggressor nation--which i n the long 

run was also t r u e . ^ Stresa, and the German reasse r t i v e n e s s 

which brought i t about, served t o d i m i n i s h t e m p o r a r i l y the 

a t t e n t i o n given t o the growing t h r e a t to E t h i o p i a . At no 

time, however, d i d the s i t u a t i o n go unmentioned i n the pages 

o f L*Humanite f o r more than a few days. I t was merely a case 

of the German b e l l i g e r e n c y w i t h i n Europe being viewed as a 

more immediate danger than the I t a l i a n p r e p a r a t i o n s f o r war 

i n east A f r i c a . 

^'Humanite 7, A p r i l 10, 14, 15, 1935. 
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The Stresa Conference, by making the bonds between France 

and I t a l y seem stronger than they a c t u a l l y were, made i t less 

l i k e l y t h a t the Communists, who staunchly supported E t h i o p i a 

and the League, would be able t o convince the French people 

or t h e i r Government t h a t s t r i n g e n t measures should be taken 

to counter I t a l i a n aggression. At Stresa b o t h B r i t a i n and 

France d e l i b e r a t e l y avoided r a i s i n g the issue o f I t a l i a n 

i n t e n t i o n s i n E t h i o p i a , ^ Although the Communists d i d not 

f a i l t o take advantage o f t h i s omission t o support t h e i r 

c o n t e n t i o n t h a t the French Government was approving o f 

I t a l i a n p o l i c y , p u b l i c o p i n i o n was overwhelmingly behind 

the anti-German Stresa F r o n t , ^ 

At about the same time t h a t the Stresa Conference was 

t a k i n g place n e g o t i a t i o n s were underway t o conclude the 

p r e v i o u s l y mentioned Franco-Soviet Treaty o f Mutual 

Assistance, Although p r e l i m i n a r y discussions f o r the pact 

had begun i n the l a t t e r h a l f o f 1934, d i p l o m a t i c a c t i v i t y 

d i d n o t reach i t s peak u n t i l a f t e r the German announcement 

of March, 1935, The quest f o r s e c u r i t y had by t h a t time l e d 

b P a u l Reynaud, I n the Thick of the F i g h t , 1930-1945, 
t r a n s , James D, Lambert (New York: Simon and Schuster, 
1955) , p, 66; Macartney and Cremona, p, 309, 

^Laurens, p, 59. 
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the S o c i a l i s t s and most of the Radicals t o j o i n w i t h the 

Communists i n u r g i n g the Government to conclude an a l l i a n c e 

w i t h S t a l i n . 8 L a v a l , however, seemed t o be doing l i t t l e t o 

expedite the t a l k s . The p o l i t i c a l p a r t i e s of the Right 

wanted s e c u r i t y from Germany, but none was w i l l i n g t o over­

look i d e o l o g i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s and m i s t r u s t o f the Sovie t 

Union t o the extent necessary t o achieve a t r u l y s t r o n g 

a l l i a n c e , L a v a l , who was i n general agreeraent w i t h the 

p a r t i e s o f the R i g h t , was j u s t l y accused o f employing d i l i a -

t o r y t a c t i c s d u r i n g the n e g o t i a t i o n s . 9 F i n a l l y , on May 2, 

the Mutual Assistance Pact was signed, but only a f t e r i t had 

been emasculated by the r e s t r i c t i o n s i n c o r p o r a t e d i n t o i t 

by the French Government.^ Despite i t s r e l a t i v e l y minor 

m i l i t a r y v alue, the Franco-Soviet t r e a t y brought about a 

great change i n the p o l i c y of the PCF, although not as 

d r a s t i c a one as t h a t f o l l o w i n g the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939. 

The r e v i s i o n of French Communist p o l i c y came about as 

the r e s u l t of S t a l i n ' s d e c i s i o n t o oppose fascism, e s p e c i a l l y 

_ 
Brower, pp. 106-107; Nathanael Greene, C r i s i s and 

Decline: The French S o c i a l i s t Party i n the Popular F r o n t 
Era ( I t h a c a : C o r n e l l U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1969), pp. 25-27. 

9 L t Human Ite*, A p r i l 6, 19, 20, 21, 23, 1935; Geoffrey 
Warner, P i e r r e Laval and the Ecli p s e of France (London: Eyre 
and Spottiswoode, 1968), pp. 76-82. 

1 0Wamer, p. 80; Ulam, pp. 223-225. 
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the German v a r i e t y , w i t h much more v i g o r and on a broader 

scale than before H i t l e r ' s announcement of March, 1935, The 

change i n o f f i c i a l Soviet f o r e i g n p o l i c y i n c l u d e d the sanc­

t i o n i n g of the Popular Front t a c t i c s of the French Communist 

P a r t y , T h e PCF had, on i t s own, been g r a d u a l l y moving 

toward a Popular Front s t r a t e g y which had "the aim o f 

c o n t a i n i n g the spread of fascism r a t h e r than o f d e s t r o y i n g 

i t s f o c a l points i n Germany and I t a l y . 

During the p e r i o d of the E t h i o p i a n c r i s i s the PCF employed 

Popular Front t a c t i c s mainly i n dealings w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s . 

A gradual r e c o g n i t i o n of t h e i r common i n t e r e s t s had begun 

i n mid-1934 so t h a t , by 1935, the P o l i t i c a l Bureau o f the PCF 

could use the f r o n t page of L*Humanite t o urge the S o c i a l i s t s 

t o j o i n w i t h them i n a conference to organize r e s i s t a n c e t o 

the f a s c i s t s . B y u n i t i n g the two major p a r t i e s o f the L e f t , 

i t was hoped t h a t a stronger o p p o s i t i o n t o the f a s c i s t s would 

be p o s s i b l e . This wish was r e a l i z e d soonest and most n o t i c e a b l y 

i n the e l e c t o r a l process. 

Since French e l e c t i o n s u s u a l l y c o n s i s t e d of two b a l l o t s 

1 : LUlam, p. 227. 
1 2 I b i d . 
1 3L lHvimanite /, February 1, 1935, 
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h e l d one week a p a r t , the PCF and SFIO each agreed t h a t 

whichever party's candidates made the best showing on the 

f i r s t b a l l o t would receive both p a r t i e s ' support on the 

second b a l l o t . This t a c t i c o f "republican d i s c i p l i n e , " 

which had been used o c c a s i o n a l l y I n the 1 9 2 0 ^ , was f i r s t 

employed by the Popular Front p a r t i e s I n the m u n i c i p a l 

e l e c t i o n s o f May, 1 9 3 5 , I t i s I n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t 

the u n w i l l i n g n e s s of the Communist Party t o use t h i s method 

i n the previous n a t i o n a l e l e c t i o n , i n 1932, had cost the 

p a r t i e s o f the L e f t p o s s i b l y as many as s i x t y seats i n the 

Chamber o f Deputies, Not only d i d such i n t r a n s i g e n c e cut 

the PCF r e p r e s e n t a t i o n from a possible t w e n t y - f i v e t o a mere 

ten , but i t "modified s i g n i f i c a n t l y the power balance i n the 

l e g i s l a t u r e which was t o r u l e France from 1932 t o 1936,"^^ 

Thus, n e a r l y three years p r i o r t o the c r i s i s between I t a l y 

and E t h i o p i a , the Communists u n w i t t i n g l y lessened t h e i r 

a b i l i t y t o i n f l u e n c e i t s outcome and t h a t o f o t h e r important 

events, 

I n a d d i t i o n t o the o f f i c i a l s a n c t i o n i n g o f the Popular 

Front t a c t i c s by Russia, there were se v e r a l o t h e r r e v e r s a l s 

: L 4L'Humanlte /, May 9, 1935, 

•^Brower, p, 16, 



o f previous PCF p o l i c y which should have made i t e a s i e r 

f o r the Communists t o take a f o r c e f u l stand a g a i n s t I t a l y , 

The French L e f t had a t r a d i t i o n of p a c i f i s m , which had been 

shaken only b r i e f l y d u r i n g the F i r s t World War, I n the 

pe r i o d from 1933 t o 1938, however, a r e v e r s a l o f r o l e s took 

place i n the French p o l i t i c a l system, so t h a t the p a c i f i s t 

L e f t began t o urge a p o l i c y of resistance w h i l e the n a t i o n ­

a l i s t i c Right became the advocate o f pacifism,-'-^ 

One o f the Communist's most dramatic s h i f t s toward a 

m i l i t a n t r e s i s t a n c e t o fascism came i n the wake of the 

Franco-Soviet a l l i a n c e . Right up t o the moment t h a t the 

agreement was signed the French Communist Party r e s o l u t e l y 

opposed any measures t h a t were aimed at i n c r e a s i n g the 

m i l i t a r y s t r e n g t h of France, Only two months before the 

s i g n i n g , Maurice Thorez r a i l e d against a b i l l b e fore the 

Chamber o f Deputies which proposed t o extend the p e r i o d o f 

c o n s c r i p t i o n from one to two years: 

The r e t u r n t o the two years announces and prepares 
f o r w a r , l ^ 

We are r e s o l u t e l y working. I n che s p i r i t o f Lenin 
and the b o l s h e v i k s , t o organize mass a c t i o n against 

Micaud, p, 2. 
7J.O.C., March 15, 1935, p, 1038. 
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war. We are determined t o accomplish w i t h o u t 
f a i l u r e , and i n s p i t e of r e p r e s s i o n , the a n t i -
m i l i t a r i s t task.l° 

Thorez f o r c e f u l l y s t a t e d h i s case a g a i n s t the b i l l f o r 

two years s e r v i c e and those who were sponsoring i t when he 

i n s i s t e d t h a t the French Communist Party "would n o t permit 

the workers t o be dragged i n t o a war s a i d t o be i n defense 

of democracy against fascism."•'•9 

I t i s very i n t e r e s t i n g t o compare t h i s statement w i t h 

the o f f i c i a l PCF p o s i t i o n o f the f o l l o w i n g October, s h o r t l y 

a f t e r the i n v a s i o n o f E t h i o p i a had begun and when the f a s c i s t 

t h r e a t i n Europe seemed even more serious than a t the beginning 

of the year: 

the working masses do not have a choice between 
the d i c t a t o r s h i p of the p r o l e t a r i a t and democracy, 
but between bourgeois democracy and fascism. This 
i s a very important d i s t i n c t i o n . 

Under these c o n d i t i o n s , while h o l d i n g i t s e l f 
r e s o l u t e l y , a b s o l u t e l y , to I t s p o l i c y , and w h i l e 
a c t i n g as Engels s a i d t o , I n view of i t s r e v o l u ­
t i o n a r y goals, i n a very f l e x i b l e manner, w h i l e 
g i v i n g concrete d i r e c t i v e s , our Party s t r u g g l e s t o 
m a i n t a i n bourgeois democracy i n o p p o s i t i o n t o 
fascism.20 

1 8J.0.C. , March 15, 1935. p. 1040. 

^ I b i d . , p. 1038, quoted I n Brower, p. 88. 
O Q 

Maurice Thorez, Oeuvres; L l v r e deuxieme, tome dixieme, 
Octobre 1935-Janvier 1936 ( P a r i s : E d i t i o n s S o c i a l e s , 1952), 
pp. 32-33, quoting from Le Rapport au comite c e n t r a l du P a r t i 
communiste, l e 17 Octobre 1935. 
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Although the o f f i c i a l p o s i t i o n of the PCF, a f t e r May, 

1935, was t h a t support f o r the French n a t i o n a l defense could 

be j u s t i f i e d because i t served the i n t e r e s t s o f the Soviet 

Union, the Party leadership i n Paris tended t o i n t e r p r e t the 

new d i r e c t i v e s i n a very conservative manner. I n June, f o r 

example, i t was s t a t e d t h a t "The Communist Party i n t e r p r e t s 

the unamious f_ slc_7 wishes o f the workers as being r e s o l u t e l y 

against war c r e d i t s being voted under the guise o f passive 

defense." By g r a d u a l l y changing t h e i r e d i t o r i a l p o s i t i o n 

to one o f support f o r a p o l i c y o f l i m i t e d c o-operation w i t h 

the o t h e r L e f t i s t s the Communists were able t o convert most 

of t h e i r readers t o the Popular F r o n t t a c t i c s . 2 2 Many of the 

Party's members, of course, needed no prodding from above. 

Yet the f u l l p o t e n t i a l o f the Communist-Socialist co­

operation was not r e a l i z e d because the Communist l e a d e r s h i p 

refused t o curb i t s I d e o l o g i c a l attacks a g a i n s t the S o c i a l i s t s . 

Even a f t e r I t a l i a n troops began advancing i n t o A b y s s i n i a on 

October 3, Maurice Thorez was s t i l l p u t t i n g propaganda ahead 

of Popular F r o n t i n the Communist l e x i c o n . 

2^L'Humanite, June 19, 1935, quoted i n Thorez, Oeuvres, 
tome neuvieme, p. 71. 

Micaud, p. 7. 
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Fascism i s not i n e v i t a b l e . The e s s e n t i a l cause 
f o r the v i c t o r y o f fascism i n o t h e r c o u n t r i e s , and 
e s p e c i a l l y i n Germany, i s the schism o f the working 
c l a s s , a schism provoked by the r e f o r m i s t p o l i c y 
and the c o l l a b o r a t i o n o f s o c i a l democracy. 

S o c i a l democracy disarms the working c l a s s 
i d e o l o g i c a l l y and makes i t disorganized,23 

The Communist p o l i c y v i s - a - v i s the S o c i a l i s t s d u r i n g 

most o f 1935 was an uneasy mi x t u r e o f co-operation and 

contempt. While j o i n i n g w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s d u r i n g e l e c t o r a l 

campaigns and i n the condemnation of the f a s c i s t leagues, 

they sought t o m a i n t a i n , i n the minds o f the workers, t h e i r 

own d i s t i n c t I d e n t i t y . Usually t h e i r p a r t i s a n z e a l served 

no u s e f u l purpose. 

I t i s t r u e t h a t on the issue of I t a l i a n aggression i n 

E t h i o p i a the French Communists were the f i r s t and most v o c a l 

c r i t i c s o f the Government's p r o - I t a l i a n p o l i c y . But, because 

they o f t e n seemed t o be t r y i n g t o carry on an i d e o l o g i c a l 

war against other p a r t i e s o f the L e f t at the same time t h a t 

they were u r g i n g t o t a l committment t o the a n t i - f a s c i s t 

campaign, the cause of E t h i o p i a was i l l - s e r v e d and t h e i r own 

s i n c e r i t y was brought i n t o question. 

A c a r e f u l a p p r a i s a l o f the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the 

P a r t i Communiste Francaise and the Comintern reveals t h a t 

'Thorez, tome neuvieme, p. 172. 
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t h e r e were v a l i d reasons f o r ques t i o n i n g the Party's 

s i n c e r i t y . As w i l l be seen i n the f o l l o w i n g s e c t i o n , the 

conscience of the PCF a l l too f r e q u e n t l y was merely an 

extension o f Soviet defense p o l i c y . 
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CHAPTER V 

THE FRENCH COMMUNIST PARTY AND THE COMINTERN 

I t has already been mentioned t h a t f o l l o w i n g the s i g n i n g 

of the Franco-Soviet Treaty o f Mutual Assistance the PCF 

began a c t i v e l y j o i n i n g w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s i n denouncing the 

f a s c i s t s , both f o r e i g n and domestic. I n the wake o f the 

f a s c i s t r i o t i n g o f February, 1934, the rank and f i l e o f the 

French Communist Party urged u n i t y w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s i n 

order to defend the Republic,^ Nevertheless, the Party 

leadership r e s i s t e d t h i s pressure as best they could u n t i l 

the s p r i n g of 1935. 

During A p r i l and May Maurice Thorez was i n Moscow where 

he was informed o f the new Comintern d e c i s i o n t o support 

Popular Front movements, e s p e c i a l l y i n France. The purpose 

of the Popular Front p o l i c y was t o strengthen the defensive 

stance of the Soviet Union i n r e l a t i o n t o Nazi Germany. 3 

The frequent ambiguity o f PCF acti o n s d u r i n g the p e r i o d 

o f t h e E t h i o p i a n A f f a i r can be understood i f one takes i n t o 

Brower, p. 31. 
2 I b i d . , pp. 52-54. 
3 B e l o f f , p. 196. 
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account the d i f f i c u l t y o f attempting to t h w a r t fascism 

w i t h o u t wholeheartedly co-operating w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s . 

T h i s , i n essence, was the problem faced by the Seventh 

Congress o f the Comintern, h e l d i n July-August, 1935. 

The Congress was c a l l e d f o r two reasons. One 
was t o enthrone the p o l i c y of the Popular F r o n t , 
the other was t o prevent the p o l i c y o f the Popular 
Front from running away w i t h Communism. 

For a l l t h e i r d i s c i p l i n e and t h e i r boundless devo­
t i o n t o S t a l i n and the U.S.S.R., the f o r e i g n 
Communist leaders could not always penetrate and 
f o l l o w the Comintern's oversubtle and o f t e n c o n t r a ­
d i c t o r y d i r e c t i o n s , and they were n o t , even a t the 
highest p o i n t o f S t a l i n i s m , e n t i r e l y immune t o the 
pressures from t h e i r rank and f i l e . 4 

This was c e r t a i n l y the case i n France where the member­

ship o f the Party exerted a great deal o f pressure upon the 

leaders t o work i n concert w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s . I t was 

t h i s impetus from below and not merely the d i c t a t e s o f So v i e t 

p o l i c y which torced the C e n t r a l Committee o t the PCF t o 

adopt the Popular F r o n t t a c t i c s wnicn added s t r e n g t h t o the 

French L e t t . 

There was i n r e a l i t y a basic disharmony o f i n t e r e s t s 

between the Party leadership and tne Communist workers. 

"Though the c e n t r a l core o f leaders continued t o i d e n t i f y 

w i t n tne i n t e r e s t s o t the Soviet Union, the membership co 

^Ulam, p. 230 
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a l a r g e extent d i d n o t . " J This i n c i s i v e e v a l u a t i o n o f the 

problem was borne out numerous times both b e f o r e and d u r i n g 

the c r i s i s , i n ways which q u i t e possibly e f f e c t e d i t s outcome. 

As was p r e v i o u s l y s t a t e d , the f a i l u r e o f the PCF t o 

co-operate w i t h the S o c i a l i s t s by supporting the st r o n g e r 

candidates on the second b a l l o t o f the n a t i o n a l e l e c t i o n s 

of 1932 s i g n i f i c a n t l y diminished the r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the 

L e f t a t the time o f the c r i s i s . This p o l i c y o f o v e r t h o s t i l i t y 

toward the S o c i a l i s t s was a major f a c t o r i n c o s t i n g the 

Communists n e a r l y h a l f o f t h e i r membership between 19 28 and 

1933. 6 

During the periods both before and a f t e r the i n v a s i o n 

o f E t h i o p i a a c t u a l l y began i t was evident t h a t the enthusiasm 

which L'Humanite displayed f o r the E t h i o p i a n cause was never 

equaled by the act i o n s o f i t s readers. The Party's leaders 

had f a i l e d t o r e a l i z e t o what extent the f a s c i s t t h r e a t had 

undermined t h e i r c o n t r o l over the minds o f the membership. 

They were out of touch w i t h the p o l i t i c a l r e a l i t i e s o f the 

mid-1930's i n many ways. Between the e a r l y 1920 ,s and 1933, 

the i n t e r n a l B o l s h e v i z a t l o n of the PCF—which 
I n t e r a l i a e n t a i l e d the replacement o f i n t e l l e c ­
t u a l s by f u n c t i o n a r i e s o f working c l a s s o r i g i n , 

^Brower, p. 199. 
6 I b l d . , p. 15. 
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who could be more e a s i l y manipulated and were less 
i n c l i n e d t o ask awkward questions--had proceeded 
t o the p o i n t where the leadership c o u l d impose a 
complete change o f ' l i n e ' almost o v e r n i g h t . 7 

The C e n t r a l Committee's a b i l i t y to impose such d o c t r i n a l 

changes upon a passive f o l l o w i n g was severely impaired, 

however, by the increased p o l i t i c a l awareness which the 

workingmen showed i n the wake of the f a s c i s t r i o t s o f 

February, 1934. 

The h i e r a r c h y o f the French Communist Party c o u l d 

a c c u r a t e l y be c h a r a c t e r i z e d as "woodenly S t a l i n i s t , " 8 y e t , 

i r o n i c a l l y , i t served n e i t h e r the purposes o f S t a l i n nor o f 

i t s own members. I t also c e r t a i n l y f a i l e d t o t u r n the French 

Government toward a p o l i c y o f f i r m support f o r the League and 

f o r E t h i o p i a even though the Soviet Union was u r g i n g j u s t 

such a p o l i c y . "The U.S.S.R. j o i n e d i n the sanctions imposed 

on I t a l y /^November, 1935_T a f t e r her aggression i n A b y s s i n i a , 

undoubtedly i n the hope t h a t an e f f e c t i v e r e s t r a i n t o f 

aggression would become an important precedent f o r stopping 

aggression elsewhere." 9 The "elsewhere" i n t h i s case was 

^George Lichtheim, Marxism i n Modern France (New York: 
Columbia U n i v e r s i t y Press, lyfab), pp. 51-52. 

8H. S t u a r t Hughes, The Obstructed Path; French S o c i a l 
Thought i n the Years o f Desperation, 1930-1960 (New York: 
Harper and Row, 1968), p. 190. 

9Ulam, p. 222. 
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c l e a r l y r e f e r r i n g t o c e n t r a l Europe. 

Throughout the p e r i o d o f the E t h i o p i a n C r i s i s , Maurice 

Thorez, never an i n n o v a t i v e leader, attempted t o enforce 

the wishes of Moscow. Yet, i n h i s e f f o r t s t o revamp the 

PCF's p o s i t i o n t o conform t o the Soviet Union's i n c r e a s i n g l y 

o v e r t a n t i - f a s c i s t stance, the s i n c e r i t y o f the Party's pro-

E t h i o p i a n crusade was put i n doubt. 

Sometime i n 1935, the p a r t y stopped i t s campaign 
f o r n a t i o n a l independence movements among the 
c o l o n i a l peoples o f the French Empire. The 
argument, the same as t h a t used a f t e r World War 
I I , was t h a t France was on the way t o being 
governed by the 'people' and t h a t t h e r e f o r e the 
c o l o n i a l peoples should accept a ' f r a t e r n a l 
union' w i t h the French people f o r the sake o f 
j o i n t progress and r e s i s t a n c e t o common enemies. 
Thorez l a t e r s t a t e d the issue q u i t e c l e a r l y when 
he argued t h a t 'the i n t e r e s t o f the c o l o n i a l 
peoples i s i n t h e i r union w i t h the French people,' 
since the ' c r i t i c a l issue a t present i s the defeat 

tr r * | 10 

o f fascism. 

For the French Communist Party t o say t h a t "France was 

on the way t o being governed by the 'people'," was paramount 

to announcing t h a t i t s e n t i r e program and a l l o f i t s propa­

ganda had been l i e s . More i m p o r t a n t l y , i n the case o f the 

E t h i o p i a n s i t u a t i o n , the Party's abandonment o f i t s support 

f o r c o l o n i a l independence movements revealed the primacy o f 

•^Brower, p. 105, quoting from La France du F r o n t 
p o p u l a i r e e t l e s Peuples coloniaux ( P a r i s , 1938), pp. 5-6. 
/ no author or pu b l i s h e r l i s t e d /. 
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i t s a n t i - f a s c i s t p o l i c y . I n l i g h t o f the PCF's newly 

adopted p o s i t i o n on c o l o n i a l i s m , one can only wonder whether 

the Communists would have sought t o support E t h i o p i a so 

zealously had her a t t a c k e r not been a f a s c i s t s t a t e o r i f such 

support had been a n t i t h e t i c a l t o Soviet i n t e r e s t s . 

Yet, even i f the Communists d i d not have a l t r u i s t i c 

motives, the f a c t remains t h a t they mounted an e a r l i e r and 

more en e r g e t i c campaign t o save E t h i o p i a than d i d any other 

group i n France, I t was, of course, L'Humanite which had the 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f c a r r y i n g the Party's crusade t o save 

E t h i o p i a t o the workers. 
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CHAPTER V I 

THE COMMUNIST OFFENSIVE 

Althougn the C e n t r a l Committee's campaign t o keep 

Abyssinia f r e e o f I t a l i a n domination had occupied a prominent 

place i n the pages o f L fHumanite duri n g the discussions o f the 

Rome Accords, from January t o March, and o c c a s i o n a l l y a f t e r ­

ward, the r e p o r t s o f I t a l i a n preparations f o r war began t o 

have a grea t e r urgency s h o r t l y a f t e r the s i g n i n g o f the 

Franco-Soviet Pact i n May, This was so, not o n l y because o f 

the new Russian support, but also because the i n v a s i o n i t s e l f 

seemed t o be drawing nearer, L'Humanite was not f a r wrong 

when i t p r e d i c t e d t h a t the o f f e n s i v e against E t h i o p i a would 

be launched i n September. 1 I n making t h i s f o r e c a s t they 

were undoubtedly aware t h a t the r a i n y season i n Abyssinia 

would be ending i n l a t e September. 2 j u s t as compelling a 

reason f o r t h e i r p r e d i c t i o n was the b u i l d u p i n east A f r i c a 

o f which the e n t i r e w o r l d was aware. 

The Communist d a i l y continued t o i n s i s t t h a t the French 

Government was engaged i n a p o l i c y o f c o m p l i c i t y w i t h 

•^L1 Humanite, June 3, 1935. 
2DeBono, p. 95. 
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M u s s o l i n i . There seemed t o be no question i n the minds o f 

the paper's s t a f f t h a t t h i s support f o r the I t a l i a n d i c t a t o r 

was i n t e n t i o n a l . Yet, whether by design or m i s c a l c u l a t i o n , 

the long-range r e s u l t o f many of France's a c t i o n s was 

b e n e f i c i a l t o I t a l y . 

An example o f the i n e p t i t u d e o f Laval's diplomacy can 

be seen i n the agreement reached at Geneva between May 20 

and 25, 1935. The League of Nations agreed t h a t b i l a t e r a l 

a r b i t r a t i o n should continue between the two p r i n c i p a l s i n 

the d i s p u t e u n t i l August 25, a t which time the League would 

i n t e r v e n e i f no settlement had been reached. 3 Thus, the 

I t a l i a n preparations could proceed w i t h near impunity u n t i l 

n e a r l y the eve o f the planned i n v a s i o n . Although France 

was h a r d l y alone i n approving t h i s strategem, i t was the 

most ardent advocate o f the arrangement. 

The Communists, as might be expected, d i d not a l l o w 

t h i s concession t o I t a l i a n b e l l i g e r e n c y t o go unchallenged. 

They r e p o r t e d , q u i t e c o r r e c t l y , t h a t M u s s o l i n i had l i t t l e 

r egard f o r the i n t e r n a t i o n a l o r g a n i z a t i o n a t Geneva and t h a t 

he was using the t h r e a t o f withdrawing from i t as a ploy t o 

gain time through b i l a t e r a l n e g o t i a t i o n s which were never 

Baer, p. 154. 
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intended t o succeed.^" Because many Frenchmen o f the Center 

shared the L e f t ' s b e l i e f i n the peace-keeping mission o f 

the League o f Nations, the Communists were not alone i n 

f e e l i n g t h a t Laval's conduct a t Geneva was sabotaging the 

League's machinery,^ But, as the succeeding months were t o 

r e v e a l , not a l l o f the champions of the Covenant were 

prepared t o c a r r y t h e i r advocacy of c o l l e c t i v e s e c u r i t y t o 

the lengths demanded by the Communists a f t e r the October 

a s s a u l t upon Abyssinia, 

I n the e a r l y summer of 1935, however, most f a c t i o n s , 

o t h e r than the Communists, were t a l k i n g o p t i m i s t i c a l l y o f a 

peaceful settlement t o the problem. The PCF had very l i t t l e 

confidence e i t h e r i n the d e s i r e or the a b i l i t y o f the French 

Government, or o f P i e r r e L a v a l , who, on June 7, 1935, assumed 

the Premiership o f France w h i l e r e t a i n i n g h i s p o s i t i o n as 

Foreign M i n i s t e r . The p r o - I t a l i a n bias which Laval revealed 

d u r i n g the E t h i o p i a n C r i s i s was viewed by the Right as a 

v a l u a b l e asset i n m a i n t a i n i n g France's s e c u r i t y i n the face 

of H i t l e r ' s m i l i t a n c y . The Communists, however, looked upon 

4L'Humanite", May 25, 26, 30, 1935; J.-B. D u r o s e l l e , 
H i s t o i r e Diplomatique de 1919 a Nos Jours ( P a r i s : L i b r a i r i e 
D a l l o z , 1957), p. 210. 

^ E l i z a b e t h R. Cameron, Prologue to Appeasement: A Study 
I n French Foreign P o l i c y (Washington: American Council on 
P u b l i c A f f a i r s , 1942), p. 157. 

^Warner, pp. 96-97. 
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Laval's maneuverings as a source o f encouragement f o r the 

German d i c t a t o r , who was seen as the u l t i m a t e b e n e f i c i a r y o f 

France's f o r e i g n p o l i c y . I t o f t e n seemed t h a t t h a t view was 

the l e i t m o t i f o f the Communists' campaign a g a i n s t I t a l y . 

The Communists were not merely more p r e s c i e n t than the 

S o c i a l i s t s and other groups i n foreseeing the b e n e f i t s which 

Germany stood t o gain from the i m b r o g l i o surrounding the 

I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n s i t u a t i o n , but t h e i r i d e o l o g i c a l b i a s kept 

them from being l u r e d from t h e i r path by the dream o f an 

a l l i a n c e w i t h I t a l y — a t r a p which the S o c i a l i s t s f e l l i n t o 

i n i t i a l l y . 7 I n a d d i t i o n , the Communists r e a l i z e d , already 

i n the summer o f 1935, t h a t there were unmistakable signs 

t h a t the I t a l i a n h o s t i l i t y toward Germany was s o f t e n i n g . 

I f t he French Government had r e a l i z e d , by October, how 

s e r i o u s l y the a l l i a n c e w i t h I t a l y had d e t e r i o r a t e d , i t might 

have acted d i f f e r e n t l y on the sanctions q u e s t i o n . 

I n May, L'Humanite revealed t h a t M u s s o l i n i ' s r e s o l v e 

to stand f i r m a t the Brenner, i n order t o discourage German 

ambitions i n A u s t r i a , was weakening. M u s s o l i n i had s t a t e d 

to the I t a l i a n Chamber t h a t he would not a l l o w I t a l y t o 

become p e t r i f i e d on the Brenner t o the d e t r i m e n t o f I t a l y ' s 

Supra 
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plans f o r c o l o n i a l expansion. 0 That the o v e r t h o s t i l i t y 

between Germany and I t a l y was subsiding was al s o e v i d e n t t o 

the PCF from the d e c l i n e i n the number and i n t e n s i t y o f 

a t t a c k s upon H i t l e r by the I t a l i a n press. 9 These s u b t l e 

changes i n I t a l i a n sentiment were not overlooked by the 

French Government of P i e r r e L a v a l , but they were m i s i n t e r ­

p r e t e d . Even the moderate Government-oriented newspaper 

Le Temps was aware t h a t M u s s o l i n i would very l i k e l y continue 

h i s d i p l o m a t i c and m i l i t a r y e f f o r t u n t i l t h e r e was a s a t i s ­

f a c t o r y and d e f i n i t i v e s o l u t i o n t o the E t h i o p i a n q u e s t i o n . ^ 

But the French Government, which operated on the assumption 

t h a t once the c r i s i s over Abyssinia was r e s o l v e d the Stresa 

F r o n t could be r e c o n s t r u c t e d , H minimized the s i g n i f i c a n c e 

o f these signs of an Italo-German rapproachment. The 

Communists, who had opposed the F r a n c o - I t a l i a n t i e s from 

t h e i r i n c e p t i o n , placed t h e i r emphasis where they f e l t i t 

would do the most good: on the encouragement being given 

to Germany and upon the Government"s apparent wanton d i s ­

regard f o r the sovereignty o f Abyssinia. 

aL'Humanite 7, May 30, 1935. 

9 I b i d . , June 3, 1935. 

^ L e Temps, June 9, 1935. 
1 : L W o l f e r s , pp. 150-151. 
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I f France p e r m i t t e d and countenanced the I t a l i a n adven­

tur e i n E t h i o p i a i t would, i n the view o f the Communists, 

s u r e l y give H i t l e r the o p p o r t u n i t y he d e s i r e d t o b r i n g about 

an Austro-German A n s c h l u s s , l 2 Even before t h a t came about, 

however, the Communists* fears were r e a l i z e d when i n March, 

1936, the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n war provided encouragement as w e l l 

as d i v e r s i o n w h i l e H i t l e r r e m i l i t a r i z e d the Rhineland, That 

a c t i o n on the p a r t o f Germany, although i t d i d not take place 

u n t i l the war i n E t h i o p i a had n e a r l y run i t s course, was the 

type o f German aggrandizement o f which tne PCF had warned. 

Because Laval was now Premier i n a d d i t i o n t o being F o r e i g n 

M i n i s t e r , he was held t o be even more res p o n s i b l e than before 

f o r the a l l e g e d French support t o r I t a l i a n a c q u i s i t i v e n e s s . 

Thus, when i t became known, i n J u l y , t n a t munitions made by 

French f i r m s were being s o l d t o I t a l y and were h e l p i n g t o arm 

the I t a l i a n s f o r the conquest o f Abyssinia, the Communist 

press was able t o p o i n t t o another concrete example of Laval's 

c a l l o u s p r o - I t a l i a n p o l i c y , 1 3 At almost the same time, the 

Banque de France admitted t h a t i t was i n tne process o t 

n e g o t i a t i n g a loan, amounting t o several m i l l i o n f r a n c s , w i t h 

•^L'Humanite7, J u l y 29, 1935, 

1 3 I b i d , , J u l y 27, 29, 30, 31, 1935, 
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the I t a l i a n Government. 1 4 For the Communists, the French 

f i n a n c i a l dealings w i t h the f a s c i s t aggressor t o the south 

was merely another i n d i c a t i o n o f France's r a t h e r unique 

p o s i t i o n among the powers of western Europe. 

i t i s remarkable t h a t i n Europe, d e s p i t e i t s 
e f f o r t s , I t a l y has been unable t o f i n d any power 
openly w i l l i n g t o be i t s accomplice. 

Any . . . /_ s i c 7 except the France o f M. L a v a l . 
H i s t o r y w i l l rememBer t h a t at the hour when general 
r e p r o b a t i o n was shown toward the I t a l i a n conquerer, 
the Bank of France was g r a n t i n g , t o the f a s c i s t 
adventurers, i t s approval and i t s l o a n s . 1 ^ 

The Communist co n t e n t i o n t h a t I t a l y had f a i l e d t o secure 

any o v e r t support f o r her venture from the governments o f 

western Europe was t r u e . Even though the press o f the French 

L e f t o f t e n considered both German and I t a l i a n fascism as 

merely v a r i a t i o n s on the same theme. H i t l e r d i d not choose 

to support Mussolini's c o l o n i a l claims since he d i d not 

f e e l t h a t i t was i n Germany's best i n t e r e s t s t o do s o . 1 ^ 

Although there have been precedents—and antecedents 

to the Banque de France's a c t i o n . I n which an o s t e n s i b l y 

n e u t r a l p a r t y granted loans t o a b e l l i g e r e n t power, the 

^'Humanite', J u l y 27, 1935. 
1 5 l b i d . , J u l y 28, 1935. 

• ^ B r i c e H a r r i s , J r . The United States and the I t a l o -
E t h i o p i a n C r i s i s (Stanford! S t a n f o r d U n i v e r s i t y Press, 1964), 
pp. 112-113. 
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Coramunists 1 charges were given added weight by the f a c t t h a t 

the t r a n s a c t i o n was made by a n a t i o n a l bank. Thus, t h e r e 

appeared t o be even more reason t o b e l i e v e t h a t the Government 

of P i e r r e Laval was g i v i n g i t s t a c i t approval t o the I t a l i a n 

p reparations f o r war. 

A major t e n e t o f the Communist p o s i t i o n was t h a t the 

League o f Nations should r e c e i v e the f u l l support o f the 

French Government and t h a t a s o l u t i o n should be reached 

through t h a t body. Yet, from the Communists' p o i n t o f view, 

the League's peace-keeping f u n c t i o n was being circumvented 

by I t a l y , w i t h the connivance o f Laval. The major mistake 

made by the French Premier was t r y i n g t o preserve the u t i l i t y 

o f the League w h i l e hoping t h a t Mussolini's t e r r i t o r i a l 

ambitions might be s a t i s f i e d . 1 7 Laval had given i n t o the 

I t a l i a n i n s i s t e n c e t h a t the League should r e s t r i c t i t s e l f t o 

a r b i t r a t i o n o f the Walwal i n c i d e n t , o f the preceding December, 

and he had hoped f o r an o v e r a l l settlement o u t s i d e the League. 

The Communists recognized t h a t the end r e s u l t o f Laval's 

p o l i c y of s i d e - t r a c k i n g the League was t o a l l o w the I t a l i a n s 

t o gain the dw i n d l i n g amount o f time which they would need 

Warner, p. 101. 

I b i d . , pp. 97-100. 
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i n order t o prepare f o r t h e i r a s s a u l t upon E t h i o p i a . 1 9 

The denouement which the PCF foresaw as a r e s u l t o f the 

French Government's diplomacy a t Geneva was, u n f o r t u n a t e l y , 

much too accurate; 

I s Laval making ' p a c i f i c ' compromises a t Geneva 
i n order t o b r i n g about a c o l o n i a l war which 
w i l l be a t one and the same time the l a s t chance 
f o r I t a l i a n fascism, the f i r s t chance f o r H i t l e r i a n 
fascism n o r t h of the Brenner, and the o r i g i n o f a 
wor l d war? 2^ 

There i s no doubt t h a t the Communists' penchant f o r 

r h e t o r i c had g o t t e n the b e t t e r o f them; Laval d i d not want 

an outcome such as they envisioned, even though i n the long 

run he helped t o b r i n g i t about. The Party's tendancy t o 

gene r a l i z e about the lack o f support f o r Laval's p o l i c y 

d u r i n g the E t h i o p i a n A f f a i r revealed a fundamental weakness 

i n t h e i r a b i l i t y t o use o b j e c t i v e judgment when assessing 

p u b l i c o p i n i o n . 

The people i n Geneva and i n Rome should be 
informed t h a t M. L a v a l , whose support they are 
counting on, does not represent France. The 
t r u e French people want peace, peace i n A f r i c a 
and peace i n Europe, and the w a r l i k e e x p e d i t i o n 
of fascism i n s p i r e s h o r r o r I n them.21 

^ 9L'Humanite, August 3, 1935. 

2Qibid. 

2 1 i b l d . , J u l y 27, 1935. 
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The Communist c l a i m t h a t Laval d i d not represent the 

views o f the French people was e i t h e r a product o f b l i s s f u l 

ignorance or w i s h f u l t h i n k i n g . His f o r e i g n p o l i c y d i d , i n 

f a c t , have the support o f a m a j o r i t y of Frenchmen, 2 2 which, 

w h i l e i t should not have given the PCF comfort, should have 

been taken i n t o g r e a t e r account when f o r m u l a t i n g p u b l i c 

appeals f o r support o f Abyssinia, The Communist Party press, 

and o f t e n t h a t o f the S o c i a l i s t s as w e l l , brought s i g n i f i c a n t 

arguments t o the p u b l i c ' s a t t e n t i o n , but t h e i r impact was 

f r e q u e n t l y lessened by the i d e o l o g i c a l c o n t e x t i n which they 

were presented. 

The growing seriousness o f the c r i s i s was r e f l e c t e d 

d u r i n g August and September by the added space devoted t o i t 

i n the press and by the movement of r e l a t e d s t o r i e s from the 

f o r e i g n a f f a i r s sections t o the f r o n t pages o f the P a r i s i a n 

newspapers. During e a r l y August, charges o f French c o m p l i c i t y 

w i t h I t a l y were again brought against the French Government 

by the Communists. The withdrawal o f two d i v i s i o n s o f 

I t a l i a n troops from the r e g i o n of the French f r o n t i e r gave 

credence to the charge t h a t General Gamelin, who had j u s t 

r e t u r n e d from Rome, had concluded a m i l i t a r y accord w i t h 

Laurens, pp. 120-123. 
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M u s s o l i n i . J The L e f t ' s displeasure was o n l y exacerbated by 

the intemperate and i l l - t i m e d p r a i s e which Marshal Petain 

heaped upon the I t a l i a n Under-Secretary o f War, Marshal 

Badoglio w i t h whom Gamelin had c o n f e r r e d . 2 4 

Not a l l o f the Communists' c r i t i c i s m o f the Laval 

Government was d i r e c t e d a t i t s a c t i o n s ; some o f the c r i t i c i s m 

was a response t o governmental i n a c t i o n . I n p a r t i c u l a r , i t 

was charged, w i t h much j u s t i f i c a t i o n , t h a t "The equivocal 

p o l i c y o f M. Laval favors the aims o f M u s s o l i n i . " 2 5 The 

Communists were condemning Laval f o r s e r v i n g the i n t e r e s t s o f 

I t a l y through h i s r e f u s a l t o a f f i r m support f o r the a p p l i c a ­

t i o n o f the Covenant o f the League o f N a t i o n s . 2 ^ 

Although there were more than enough weaknesses i n 

Laval's I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n p o l i c y , and i n i t s implementation, t o 

provide the PCF w i t h grounds f o r strong c r i t i c i s m , the 

Communists were a t times q u i t e reckless i n t h e i r a s s a u l t s . 

On September 12, 1935, they charged Laval w i t h having 

"bought the v o t e , i n favor o f M u s s o l i n i , o f a delegate t o 

the Council of the League o f N a t i o n s . " 2 7 The document which 

2 3L'Humanite, August 7, 9, 1935. 
2 4 I b i d . , August 9, 1935; Le Temps, August 9, 1935. 
2 5 I b i d . , September 5, 1935. 
2 6 I b i d . , September 5, 12, 1935. 
2 7 I b i d . , September 12, 1935. 
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was a l l e g e d t o prove t h i s charge was not p u b l i s h e d by 

L'Humanite nor was the source o f the I n f o r m a t i o n revealed or 

the delegate supposedly Inv o l v e d named. Since t h e r e was 

apparently no genuine evidence t o support the a l l e g a t i o n , 

the m a t t e r was q u i e t l y dropped. 

I t was due mainly t o the B r i t i s h a f f i r m a t i o n o f support 

f o r t h e Covenant 2^ --and not t o the d i a t r i b e s o f the Communists 

— t h a t L a v al f i n a l l y declared t h a t France would "apply the 

Pact" i n the Eth i o p i a n a f f a i r . 2 9 The Communists 1 s k e p t i c i s m 

i n a c cepting pronouncements by the French Government was 

d e f i n i t e l y warranted i n t h i s instance. 

W i l l the speech o f M. P i e r r e L a v a l before the 
Assembly /f~of the League of Nations, on September 
13_/ mark a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n the f o r e i g n p o l i c y o f 
France and consecrate a d e f i n i t i v e break w i t h the 
detestable p r a c t i c e s i n which the head o f the French 
Government has indulged f o r so long? We would l i k e 
t o b e l i e v e i t . 3 ^ 

L'Humanite was s w i f t t o p o i n t out t h a t I I Duce was not 

c e r t a i n whether the French Government would use the League 

Covenant against I t a l y even a f t e r Laval's announcement t h a t 

France would support the League. P e r l charged t h a t M u s s o l i n i 

L*Humanite, September 5, 12, 1935; Le Temps, September 
12, 1935; Micaud, p. 52; Wolfers, pp. 186-190. 

2 9 I b i d . , September 14, 1935. 
3 0 I b i d . 
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could s t i l l wonder what France's p o s i t i o n would be a t Geneva 

"Because, as always on s i m i l a r occasions, t h e head o f the 

French Government has been endeavoring t o r e t r a c t h i s s t a t e ­

ment and evade h i s obligations." 3-'- This a s s e r t i o n , as i t 

r e l a t e d t o the impending I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n c o n f l i c t , c ontained 

a great deal o f t r u t h . Laval d i d not want t o take a pro-

League p o s i t i o n which would o f f e n d M u s s o l i n i or lessen the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of a p r i v a t e l y n e g o t i a t e d s e t t l e m e n t o f t h e east 

A f r i c a n problem From the unslackened pace o f the I t a l i a n 

p reparations f o r war, i t was evident t h a t the conclusions t o 

be drawn from Laval's ambivalent a t t i t u d e toward the Covenant 

were as obvious t o M u s s o l i n i as t o L*Humanite. 

The League o f Nations worked throughout the month o f 

September t o formulate a compromise s o l u t i o n which would be 

acceptable t o both I t a l y and E t h i o p i a . Although the Communists 

slackened t h e i r attacks upon Laval a f t e r he had vowed support 

f o r t h e Covenant on the 13th, h i s subsequent t e r g i v e r s a t i o n 

l e d t o harsh condemnations o f h i s actions a t Geneva. 3 3 

P a r t i c u l a r c r i t i c i s m was l e v e l l e d a t Laval f o r h i s i n s i s t e n c e 

upon weakening the B r i t i s h proposals. There was a l s o specu-

3-4/Humanite", September 18, 1935. 
3 2 B a e r , pp. 337-338. 

^L*Humanite", September 20, 24, 26, 28, 1935. 

68 



l a t i o n as t o the long term e f f e c t s o f h i s b a r g a i n i n g : 

Does anyone b e l i e v e t h a t a f t e r being opposed w i t h 
so much b i t t e r n e s s t o Great B r i t a i n , a f t e r having 
i n s p i r e d i n the French press those campaigns which 
the Times / " o f London_7 has so s e v e r e l y c r i t i c i z e d , 
i n recent days, t h a t M. P i e r r e L a v a l i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 
q u a l i f i e d t o promote B r i t i s h adhesion t o the pro­
cedures o f c o l l e c t i v e s e c u r i t y . I f , tomorrow, France 
must c a l l upon England f o r the defense o f the Cove­
nant, against a H i t l e r i a n menace i n e a s t e m Europe, 
i n the c e n t r a l p a r t or i n the d e m i l i t a r i z e d Rhine-
la n d , she would do w e l l t o choose a spokesman o t h e r 
than the s i g n a t o r y o f the t r e a t i e s o f Rome and 
the n e g o t i a t o r of Geneva. I t would be b e t t e r i f 
she made t h i s choice immediately. 

That i s not a l l . The aggressor who i t i s 
necessary t o e n c i r c l e i s today M u s s o l i n i . 

Tomorrow i t w i l l be H i t l e r . And M. L a v a l w i l l 
proceed the same way w i t h H i t l e r as he has done 
w i t h M u s s o l i n i . With the same r e s u l t s . But the 
f i e l d of b a t t l e w i l l not then be east A f r i c a ! 3 4 

The Laval Government was t o f a l l , as the Communists had 

hoped, p a r t i a l l y as a r e p u d i a t i o n of h i s Abyssinian p o l i c y , 

but by the time t h a t event took place, i n January, 1936, the 

chances o f preserving E t h i o p i a n independence were indeed s l i m . 

I t i s d o u b t f u l , i n view o f Mussolini's d e t e r m i n a t i o n t o domi­

nate E t h i o p i a t h a t Laval could have dissuaded the I t a l i a n 

d i c t a t o r from c a r r y i n g out h i s planned conquest.36 Laval's 

3 4L'Humanite, September 28, 1935. 

•^Warner, pp. 126-131; Larmour, p. 194. 

"^Warner, pp. 107-108; Macartney and Cremona, pp. 302-
311; Baer, pp. 29, 79, 346-347. 
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h y p o c r i s y , i n attempting t o a l l o w I t a l y t o overrun a member 

of t h e League w h i l e France professed support f o r t h a t i n t e r ­

n a t i o n a l body, c o n t r i b u t e d h e a v i l y t o an outcome s i m i l a r t o 

the one p r e d i c t e d by the Communist Party, 
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CHAPTER V I I 

ON THE EVE OF WAR 

As has been shown above, the French Communist Party was 

h i g h l y c r i t i c a l o f France's p o l i c y toward the p r i n c i p a l s i n 

the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n d i s p u t e . I t would be a mistake, however, 

t o assume t h a t the PCF r e s t r i c t e d i t s e l f t o launching v e r b a l 

a t t a c k s upon the Government i n P a r i s . I t began very e a r l y — 

i n f a c t , immediately a f t e r the L a v a l - M u s s o l i n i t a l k s o f 

January--to encourage p u b l i c o p p o s i t i o n t o the Government's 

E t h i o p i a n p o l i c y . Yet the very manner i n which the Communists 

went about the implementation o f t h e i r o p p o s i t i o n d u r i n g the 

p e r i o d p r i o r t o the a t t a c k reveals a fundamental weakness o f 

t h e i r e f f o r t . 

The p o l i t i c a l power o f the French Communist Party was 

d e r i v e d p r i m a r i l y from the i n d u s t r i a l workers, the urban 

p r o l e t a r i a t . For the PCF's pro-Ethiopian p o l i c y t o be t r a n s ­

formed i n t o e i t h e r e l e c t o r a l gains or d i r e c t a c t i o n , i t was 

necessary t o convince these workers t h a t i t was i n t h e i r 

i n t e r e s t t o preserve the independence of A b y s s i n i a . I t 

was i n accomplishing t h i s task t h a t the P a r t y f a i l e d . 1 

Brower, p. 112. 
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The Communist f a i l u r e t o r a l l y support f o r E t h i o p i a was 

a r e s u l t o f the workers' o v e r r i d i n g concern w i t h domestic 

problems. The major domestic issues f o r the French L e f t , a t 

t h a t t i m e , were: improvement o f the economic c o n d i t i o n o f the 

workers, avoidance o f monetary d e f l a t i o n , and suppression o f 

the armed f a s c i s t leagues. 2 P r i o r t o the Franco-Soviet 

Mutual Assistance Pact, the two years c o n s c r i p t i o n law was 

also a major concern. 3 Since the Party's c o n s t i t u e n c y was 

w o r r i e d p r i m a r i l y about domestic matters, the PCF had t o take 

t h a t f a c t o r i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n when i t sought t o m o b i l i z e 

support f o r E t h i o p i a . The tack which the Communists f o l l o w e d 

was t o i n c l u d e speeches r e l a t e d t o the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n s i t u a t i o n 

i n demonstrations and r a l l i e s which had been organized c h i e f l y 

around domestic issues. 

Thus, f o r example, a Communist s t r e e t demonstration, which 

took place i n Paris on March 31, 1935, was c a l l e d t o p r o t e s t 

a g a i n s t the two years c o n s c r i p t i o n law, b u t the p o l i c y o f 

the Government i n the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n d i s p u t e was b r i e f l y 

a t t a c k e d a l s o . 4 Since, by the Communist count, no more than 

^Larmour, p. 184. 
3Supra; L'Humanite", April-May, 1935. 

4L'Humanite", A p r i l 1, 1935. 
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f i v e thousand p a r t i c i p a n t s were a t t r a c t e d t o t h i s m u l t i ­

purpose demonstration,^ i t seems obvious t h a t the drawing 

power o f the E t h i o p i a n crusade alone would have been very 

weak. 

This procedure o f i n c l u d i n g a n t i - I t a l i a n and pro-

E t h i o p i a n d i a t r i b e s as subordinate f e a t u r e s o f d o m e s t i c a l l y 

o r i e n t e d mass meetings was fo l l o w e d on numerous occasions,^ 

One o f the most noteworthy of these demonstrations took place 

on J u l y 14, B a s t i l l e Day, a t r a d i t i o n a l day f o r p o l i t i c a l 

r h e t o r i c . The Communists used the occasion t o denounce the 

Government's domestic p o l i c i e s and h a r d l y mentioned f o r e i g n 

a f f a i r s , 7 This p r a c t i c e o f r e l e g a t i n g the E t h i o p i a n issue 

t o a p o s i t i o n o f secondary importance continued throughout 

most o f the summer. 

However, duri n g September t h i s tendency was superseded 

by t h e formation of demonstrations which had E t h i o p i a as 

t h e i r main t o p i c . This change i n Communist p r i o r i t i e s r e f l e c t e d 

the r e a l i z a t i o n t h a t an I t a l i a n a t t a c k upon E t h i o p i a was 

imminent. At the beginning of September, a crowd, estimated 

by t h e Communists t o number 10,000, turned out t o hear Marcel 

5l/Humanite, A p r i l 1, 1935, 
6 I b i d , , A p r i l 13, 14; June 27, 1935, 
7 l b i d , , J u l y 14, 15, 1935, 
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Cachin, the e d i t o r o f L*Humanite, condemn the I t a l i a n f a s c i s t s 

f o r t h e i r t h r e a t t o Abyssinia. He also urged the League o f 

Nations to c l e a r l y l a b e l M u s s o l i n i as the aggressor i n the 

d i s p u t e . His main theme, though, was t h a t i t was necessary 

t o achieve u n i t y o f a c t i o n among the workers o f a l l c o u n t r i e s . 8 

As Cachin envisioned i t , the workers would then have the power 

t o pressure t h e i r own governments i n t o f o l l o w i n g the " l e a d " 

o f the Soviet government by g i v i n g t h e i r support t o the League. 

U n i t y among p a r t i e s o f the L e f t , and t h e i r associated 

workingmen's o r g a n i z a t i o n s , had been, as was shown above, the 

declared p o l i c y o f the French Communist Party since the s i g n i n g 

o f the Franco-Soviet Pact o f May, 1935. Yet, i t was not u n t i l 

an I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n war seemed almost I n e v i t a b l e t h a t the 

Communists began t o a c t as though they might t r u l y wish t o 

achieve i t . 

During September, the French Communists appeared t o be 

t r y i n g t o b r i d g e years o f f a c t i o n a l r i v a l r i e s among v a r i o u s 

L e f t i s t o r g a n i z a t i o n s of western Europe. The appeal made t o 

the B r i t i s h Labour Party, on August 31, i s i l l u s t r a t i v e o f 

the approach used by the PCF: 

L*Humanite, September 1, 4, 1935. 

9 I b i d . 
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Georges Lansbury, member of the House o f 
Commons, London, 

I n view o f the imminent danger t h a t a war o f 
brigandage w i l l break out t o t h r e a t e n the indepen-
dance o f Abyssinia and put the peace o f the w o r l d 
i n jeopardy, I urge t h a t you w i l l use your i n f l u e n c e 
i n favor o f the Labour Party accepting the French 
Communist Party's p r o p o s i t i o n t o convoke an i n t e r ­
n a t i o n a l conference o f a l l worker's o r g a n i z a t i o n s 
i n order t o organize the s t r u g g l e a g a i n s t the war 
of f a s c i s t brigandage. The S o c i a l i s t Party (SFIO) 
has been n o t i f i e d o f our proposal and we hope t h a t 
i t w i l l respond f a v o r a b l y . Regards. 

Marcel Cachin 1^ 

The B r i t i s h Labour Party d i d not share the PCF's sense 

o f urgency i n the matter o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l c o - o p e r a t i o n . When, 

a f t e r a week and a h a l f , the French Communist Party r e c e i v e d 

no r e p l y , i t addressed a second, and l e n g t h i e r , appeal t o the 

B r i t i s h L a b o u r i t e s . I n t h i s second French c a l l f o r u n i t y , the 

Party elaborated some o f the measures which i t f e l t should be 

discussed by the two groups: 

You know, dear comrades, t h a t i n our o p i n i o n , the 
i n t e r n a t i o n a l conference /["which the PCF was reques­
t i n g ^ must concern i t s e l f w i t h : o r g a n i z i n g common 
a c t i o n w i t h the goal of preve n t i n g a l l arms s h i p ­
ments t o I t a l y , demanding the c l o t u r e o f the Suez 
Canal, s t r u g g l i n g against a l l f i n a n c i a l a i d t o 
f a s c i s t I t a l y , demanding a u t h o r i z a t i o n t o ship arms 
to Abyssinia, and or g a n i z i n g popular demonstrations 
against the f a s c i s t provocations. 

I n the hope t h a t you w i l l wish t o i n f o r m us o f 
your o p i n i o n o f our p r o p o s i t i o n s . 

Receive, dear comrades, our Communist g r e e t i n g s . 

The S e c r e t a r i a t 1 1 

1 QL'Humanite", September 1, 1935. 
1 1 I b i d . , September 11, 1935. 
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This message also f a i l e d t o e l i c t the d e s i r e d response 

from the B r i t i s h Labour Party, The problem was not t h a t the 

B r i t i s h workers' p a r t y was less e n t h u s i a s t i c i n i t s support 

of E t h i o p i a than was the French Communist P a r t y , I n f a c t , 

a t the very time t h a t the C e n t r a l Committee o f the PCF was 

sending i t s appeals t o England, the leader o f the B r i t i s h 

Labour Party, George Lansbury, was being denied permission 

t o enter France on a speaking t o u r o f various L e f t i s t 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s . The reason f o r t h a t d e n i a l was the Government's 

knowledge t h a t he intended t o advocate m i l i t a r y sanctions 

against I t a l y , 1 2 The Labour Party's p o s i t i o n on the E t h i o p i a n 

problem was h a r d l y a t variance w i t h t h a t o f t t i e Communists. 

Wtiat was a t issue was tne need f o r the two p a r t i e s t o work i n 

c o n j u n c t i o n . Perhaps the B r i t i s h L a b o u r i t e s , n o t being 

committed t o a Popular Front p o l i c y , were not w i l l i n g t o f o r g e t 

the v i t r i o l which Communist p a r t i e s had r o u t i n e l y d i r e c t e d 

a t o t h e r p a r t i e s o f the L e f t , And, as has been s t a t e d , the 

Communists' motives were not above s u s p i c i o n . 

The French Communists refused t o lessen t h e i r e f f o r t s or 

to show signs o f discouragement, however. T h e i r quest f o r 

u n i t e d a c t i o n against f a s c i s t i m p e r i a l i s m continued on 

^Laurens, p. 141. 
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s e v e r a l f r o n t s . During the month o f September the PCF 

seemed t o be ubi q u i t o u s as i t entreated numerous workers 

o r g a n i z a t i o n s t o act i n unison w i t h i t t o save E t h i o p i a . 

What these other groups were c e r t a i n l y aware o f , i n a d d i t i o n 

t o t h e Communists 1 past h o s t i l i t y , was t h a t they would not 

be able t o work w i t h the Communists on a basis o f e q u a l i t y . 

I n essence, the French Communist Party seemed t o be asking 

t h a t a l l workers' p a r t i e s and organizations d e c l a r e s o l i d a r i t y 

w i t h the Sov i e t s , who were h a i l e d as the champions o f peace. 1 3 

L i t v i n o v , the Soviet delegate t o the League o f Nat i o n s , was, 

f o r t h e PCF, the embodiment o f Russian peacemaking. 

A stron g b i d was made by the P a r t i Communiste Francaise 

t o g a i n a pledge o f support and co-operation from the 

S e c r e t a r i a t o f the S o c i a l i s t I n t e r n a t i o n a l which was meeting 

i n Geneva i n September. 1 4 I n the same issue o f L*Humanite 

i n which t h a t appeal was r e p o r t e d there appeared an open 

l e t t e r addressed, "TO ALL THE FRIENDS OF PEACE": 

By d e s e r t i n g the h a l l o f the Council o f the 
League of Nations, and by t h e i r a t t i t u d e a t Geneva, 
the delegates of M u s s o l i n i have demonstrated the 
I t a l i a n f a s c i s t s ' d e s i r e f o r war. 

A l l the f r i e n d s o f peace must m o b i l i z e i n order 
to defeat t h i s p o l i c y . 

'L'Humanite, September 8, 13, 1935. 

T b i d . , September 7, 1935. 
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Not a cent ]_ sou J t o the government of 
M u s s o l i n i ! 

Not a c r a t e o f war m a t e r i a l t o the army of 
M u s s o l i n i l 

To t h i s end, the Communist Pa r t y c a l l s a l l 
workers, a l l supporters o f peace t o f o l l o w the 
d i r e c t i v e s below: 

1. A l l workers i n war m a t e r i e l f a c t o r i e s have 
the o b l i g a t i o n o f n o t i f y i n g the p u b l i c o f any 
manufactures l i k e l y t o be sent t o I t a l y , w i t h the 
aim of o r g a n i z i n g p r o t e s t s by a l l l e v e l s o f the 
working c l a s s , and w i t h the aim of b o y c o t t i n g war 
m a t e r i e l s d estined f o r M u s s o l i n i . 

2. I n each important r a i l w a y c e n t e r , as soon 
as p o s s i b l e , a l l popular forces should form them­
selves i n t o a committee i n order t o gain credence 
so t h a t I n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h the r a i l w a y workers 
they can search out a l l war m a t e r i e l being sent 
i n the d i r e c t i o n o f I t a l y or her c o l o n i e s and so 
t h a t they can a l e r t the p u b l i c i n order t o prevent 
the shipment of t h i s m a t e r i a l . 

3. I n each sea p o r t , analogous groups should be 
formed i n order t o co-ordinate the a c t i o n o f the 
working class i n the i n t e r e s t s o f peace, and so 
t h a t the dock workers who r e p o r t suspect cargoes can 
be prepared t o refuse t o load them a f t e r the 
example of the workers o f the Cape and of M a r s e i l l e s 

4. For t h e i r p a r t , a l l those who have f i n a n c i a l 
t r a n s a c t i o n s w i t h I t a l y , sending funds t o I t a l i a n 
banks or companys, w i l l have t h e i r h e a r t set on 
d i v e r t i n g them immediately i n the s t r u g g l e f o r peace 

The Party's l e t t e r concluded by s t a t i n g t h a t Communist 

or g a n i z a t i o n s everywhere would disseminate these d i r e c t i v e s 

t o S o c i a l i s t groups and t o a l l p a r t i c i p a n t s i n the Popular 

F r o n t . Although the PCF considered i t s e l f t o be the leader 

i n the movement to save E t h i o p i a , there were no non-Communists' 

L*Humanite", September 7, 1935. 
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o r g a n i z a t i o n s which f e l t the d e s i r e , or the n e c e s s i t y , t o 

subordinate themselves t o Communist le a d e r s h i p . 

The combination of arrogance and s e l f - i n t e r e s t which l e d 

the PCF to presume t h a t i t could issue " d i r e c t i v e s " , t o a l l 

who expressed a de s i r e t o preserve E t h i o p i a n Independence, 

i s another m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the type of p o l i t i c a l n a i v e t e 

which tended t o a l i e n a t e , r a t h e r than a t t r a c t , those who 

sympathized w i t h the Party's e f f o r t s . I f the p r o t e c t i o n of 

Et h i o p i a ' s freedom was the t r u l y paramount concern of the 

French Communist Party, o v e r r i d i n g even c o n s i d e r a t i o n s of 

i d e o l o g i c a l leadership of the workers, then there i s no 

immediately evident j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r the Communists' t a c t i c s . 

Almost on the eve of the I t a l i a n I n vasion the French 

Communists were s t i l l addressing pleas f o r u n i t y t o the 

B r i t i s h Labour P a r t y . 1 6 The Communists asked f o r a meeting 

of the two p a r t i e s so t h a t they could discuss means of 

preserving the peace, although I t was s u r e l y e v i d e n t t o them 

t h a t the time f o r t a l k i n g was r a p i d l y running o u t . The I t a l i a n 

war against Abyssinia, which was launched on October 3, d i d 

no t h i n g t o b r i n g t o f r u i t i o n the Communists' proposal t o the 

Labour Party. Judging from the r e s u l t s o f the PCF's 

c o l l a b o r a t i o n w i t h the French S o c i a l i s t P a r t y , i t seems l i k e l y 

1 6L'Humanite, September 29, 1935. 
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t h a t l i t t l e of substance would have come from a meeting of 

the Communists and La b o u r i t e s . 

I n the major instance i n which Communist and non-Communist 

p a r t i e s attempted t o co- o p e r a t e - - i n v o l v i n g the Communist and 

S o c i a l i s t P a r t i e s of France--the r e s u l t s , i n the p e r i o d 

p r i o r to I t a l y ' s i n v a s i o n o f E t h i o p i a , were very d i s a p p o i n t i n g . 

Less than two weeks before the a n t i c i p a t e d a t t a c k upon 

Abyssinia occurred, a "Pl a t f o r m o f common a c t i o n o f the 

S o c i a l i s t Party and the Communist Party" was p u b l i s h e d , 1 7 

The program set f o r t h i n t h a t document emphasized once again 

the overwhelming primacy o f domestic problems i n the t h i n k i n g 

of those two p a r t i e s o f the L e f t , as w e l l as i n France 

g e n e r a l l y . 

Of a score of o b j e c t i v e s l i s t e d by the PCF and SFIO 

only two were devoted t o France's f o r e i g n p o l i c y : 

I t i s necessary TO DEFEND THE PEACE and unmask 
the h y p o c r i t i c a l and two-taced t o r e i g n p o l i c y o t 
Laval which, more and more, deviates from the 
system of mutual assistance and c o l l e c t i v e s e c u r i t y . 

I t i s necessary t o defend the peace by the 
p r o h i b i t i o n of the p r i v a t e manufacture and sale of 
arms; by i n t e n s i f i e d a c t i o n a g a i n s t m i l i t a r i s m , 
c o l o n i a l i s m , arms c r e d i t s and se c r e t diplomacy. 

1 7L'Humanite, September 23, 1935. 

1 8 I b i d . 
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While these aims are laudable, they, n e v e r t h e l e s s , are 

subordinated to domestic economic and p o l i t i c a l concerns t o 

such a degree t h a t they are almost overlooked. Yet, given 

the French workingman's increased preoccupation w i t h h i s 

economic w e l l - b e i n g d u r i n g the mid-1930's, i t i s h a r d l y 

s u r p r i s i n g t h a t he was g e n e r a l l y uncommitted t o the preser­

v a t i o n o f E t h i o p i a ' s freedom. The French Communist Party's 

d i f f i c u l t y i n generating l a r g e scale support f o r Abyssinia 

was aggravated by the d i v i s i o n of o p i n i o n w i t h i n the S o c i a l i s t 

Party over whether the f a s c i s t t h r e a t was serious enough t o 

warrant co-operation w i t h the Soviet Union and the Communists. 

Even though the m a j o r i t y o f the S o c i a l i s t s , under the leader­

ship o f Leon Blum, repressed i t s apprehensions about c o l l a ­

b o r a t i o n w i t h the Communists, no substantive countermeasures 

t o the Government's p o l i c y i n E t h i o p i a , were taken. 

I t has been shown above, and can be seen from the 

e l e c t o r a l v i c t o r y of the Popular F r o n t , i n 1936, t h a t the 

two p a r t i e s could work together f o r t h e i r mutual b e n e f i t . 

T h e i r f a i l u r e t o achieve s i g n i f i c a n t r e s u l t s p r i o r t o the 

outbreak of the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n war has been a t t r i b u t e d , i n 

p a r t , t o the concern w i t h domestic economic problems. But 

Greene, p. 47. 
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the French L e f t ' s i n a b i l i t y t o mobilize the workers against 

f o r e i g n fascism i s also a r e f l e c t i o n of the o v e r r i d i n g 

menace posed by domestic fascism.20 

During the summer and autumn of 1935, t h e r e was a 

resurgence of a c t i v i t y by the m i l i t a n t French f a s c i s t s , 

e s p e c i a l l y the Croix de Feu o f Colonel de l a Rocque.21 

This renewed t h r e a t t o the Republic f u r t h e r d i v e r t e d a t t e n t i o n 

from f a s c i s t a c t i v i t y outside of France and diminished the 

p o s s i b i l i t y of e n l i s t i n g the workers' p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n pro-

E t h i o p i a n a c t i v i t i e s , such as s t r i k e s and b o y c o t t s aimed a t 

t r a d e w i t h I t a l y . The r e s t r i c t i o n s which f i n a l l y were placed 

upon trade w i t h I t a l y came only a f t e r the war had begun and, 

because o f Laval's r e c a l c i t r a n c e , were too l i m i t e d i n scope t o 

be e f f e c t i v e . 

Despite the f a c t t h a t there were only r a r e occasions upon 

which French workers employed d i r e c t a c t i o n i n order t o i n t e r ­

f e r e w i t h the shipment o f s t r a t e g i c goods t o I t a l y , the 

Communist press h a i l e d these actions as i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n s 

t o t h e prevention o f war i n east A f r i c a . Indeed, such 

u E l i z a b e t h R. Cameron. Prologue t o Appeasement: A Study 
i n French Foreign P o l i c y (Washington: American Council on 
P u b l i c A f f a i r s , 1942), pp. 140-141. 

2 1 I b i d . , p. 140. 
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i n i t i a t i v e s by t r a n s p o r t , i n p a r t i c u l a r , might have had some 

e f f e c t on the a t t i t u d e of the French Government and upon 

p u b l i c o p i n i o n — i f they had taken place on a massive s c a l e . 

But they d i d not. 

The p a t h e t i c weakness o f the workingmen's committment t o 

the PCF's crusade t o save E t h i o p i a i s evide n t from L'Humanite's 

e f f o r t s t o a t t a c h importance t o in c o n s e q u e n t i a l i n c i d e n t s . 

At the beginning o f September, f o r example, i t was r e p o r t e d , 

on t h e f r o n t page of L'Humanite", t h a t "120 dock workers i n 

M a r s e i l l e stopped l o a d i n g the I t a l i a n boat R o s s i n i f o r one 

h a l f - h o u r . " 

This morning a t 7:30, the dock workers o f p i e r 4 
demonstrated against working on the I t a l i a n boat 
Rossini by a work stoppage. . . .the workers 
stopped i n order t o p r o t e s t a g a i n s t the w a r l i k e 
p o l i c y of f a s c i s t I t a l y and as a s i g n of t r a t e m i t y 
toward the I t a l i a n l_ s i c _ / and Abyssinian people. 
The one hundred and twenty decided unanimously t o 
send a telegram t o the League o f N a t i o n s . 2 2 

This was t r u l y a sad commentary on the French working-

man's i n t e r e s t i n preserving the independence o f E t h i o p i a . 

I t i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e , however, o f L'Humanite's r e p o r t i n g o f 

pro-Abyssinian news, which was c h a r a c t e r i z e d by a p r o c l i v i t y 

t o overestimate the importance o f favorable events and t o issue 

b l a n k e t condemnations of people o r ac t i o n s which d i d not have 

a pro-Ethiopian o r i e n t a t i o n . 

'L'Humanit^, September 5, 1935 
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The a n t i - i m p e r i a l i s t and p a c i f i s t i c Amesterdam-Pleyel 

Movement, which had been founded i n 1932, 2 3 received consid­

erable coverage i n L*Humanite, as d i d the group's two leaders, 

n o v e l i s t s Romain Rolland and Henri Barbusse, Yet, even these 

men, whom the Communists praised f o r p u b l i c l y u r g i n g the 

p r e s e r v a t i o n o f E t h i o p i a ' s s o v e r e i g n t y , 2 4
 W e r e not accurate 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s of Communist p o l i c y , because they were un­

w i l l i n g t o use f o r c e , even t o preserve Abyssinia's freedom. 

There were, i n r e a l i t y , few groups outsi d e o f the Communist 

Party which were w i l l i n g t o r e s o r t t o f o r c e t o r e s t r a i n I t a l y . 

T h i s , i n i t s e l f , would probably not have been a f a t a l s h o r t ­

coming, i f I t a l y had been assured, from e a r l y 1935, t h a t a l l 

n o n - m i l i t a r y options would be employed. 

I f I t a l y was assured of anything, i t was t h a t there was 

l i t t l e p r o b a b i l i t y t h a t there would be a m i l i t a r y response, 

by the League, t o Mussolini's invasion,^5 

Brower, p. 17. 

L'Humanite7, A p r i l 21, June 28, J u l y 7, 1935. 

Baer, p. 363. 
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CHAPTER V I I I 

CONCLUSION 

On the morning o f October 3, 1935, the l o n g - a n t i c i p a t e d 

I t a l i a n a t t a c k upon E t h i o p i a began. The attempt by the 

P a r t i Communiste Francaise t o prevent war, and a t the same 

time deal a blow t o fascism, had f a i l e d , as had the e f f o r t s 

o f many other i n d i v i d u a l s and groups. Since no one was 

able t o prevent the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n war, which most people 

were aware was approaching, i t may seem t h a t no one i s r e a l l y 

deserving o f c r e d i t f o r t r y i n g t o av e r t i t . Those who warned 

the p u b l i c about a c t i o n s - - e s p e c i a l l y those o f the French 

Government--which c o n t r i b u t e d t o Muss o l i n i ' s success should, 

however, be recognized. 

The l e a d i n g a u t h o r i t y on French Governmental p o l i c y 

d u r i n g the p e r i o d o f the I t a l o - E t h i o p i a n war concludes t h a t : 

French p o l i c y makers must accept a l a r g e share of 
the r e s p o n s i b i l i t y f o r the League's loss o f s t a t u r e . 
But i t i s open t o question whether France could 
have faced the dilemma conjured up by the I t a l o -
E t h i o p i a n c o n f l i c t i n any other way than by 
attemp t i n g t o steer a middle course. 1 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t , however, t o understand how France, i n 

the l o n g r u n , could have found a way t o s a t i s f y I t a l i a n 

"^Laurens, p. 401. 
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demands i n E t h i o p i a and s t i l l have preserved the League as a 

v i a b l e organ of c o l l e c t i v e s e c u r i t y . Perhaps th e r e was no 

middle way; perhaps an unequivocal choice between I t a l y and 

the League would have served the cause o f French s e c u r i t y 

f a r b e t t e r . 

I t i s , i n a sense, misleading t o say t h a t France chose 

a "middle course", f o r t h a t i m p l i e s t h a t the French Govern­

ment favored n e i t h e r I t a l y nor the League, That i s c l e a r l y 

not t r u e . Each time Laval made a concession t o I t a l y , a t 

the expense o f the League's p r e s t i g e and Abyssinia's 

s o v e r e i g n i t y , he was, i n the simplest terms, f a v o r i n g war 

over peace. 

The French Communist Part y , despite the shadow cast 

over i t s motives by i t s i d e o l o g i c a l b i a s , repeatedly warned 

i t s members and the French p u b l i c , w i t h lamentable accuracy, 

of the consequences o f Laval's p o l i c y . I t was, as i t never 

t i r e d o f reminding the French p u b l i c , the f i r s t t o warn o f 

the danger o f secret clauses i n the Rome Accords, and the 

only p a r t y t o vote against r a t i f i c a t i o n o f those agreements. 

The Communists charged Laval w i t h g r a n t i n g M u s s o l i n i a f r e e 

hand i n Abyssinia, an impression which the I t a l i a n d i c t a t o r 

d i d n o t h i n g t o d i s p e l . I f Laval had been duped by M u s s o l i n i 

at Rome, the French Premier c e r t a i n l y d i d not a c t i t as he 

attempted t o f o r e s t a l l League a c t i o n . 
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P i e r r e L a v a i , whom the Communist Party q u i t e r i g h t l y saw 

as the c h i e f a r c h i t e c t o f France's p r o - I t a l i a n p o l i c y , 2 was 

the f o c a l p o i n t of the Party's anti-Government o f f e n s i v e . 

The Communists recognized very e a r l y i n the c r i s i s t h a t i t 

would be Germany t h a t stood t o b e n e f i t the most from Laval's 

f a i l u r e t o take a f i r m stand against aggression. Although, 

of course, a f u r t h e r consequence of the French Government's 

p o l i c y was t h a t the League and the French system o f s e c u r i t y , 

which the Communists began t o support a f t e r the s i g n i n g of 

the Franco-Soviet Pact, both s u f f e r e d severe setbacks. 

Even though the French Communist Party's v o l t e - f a c e , 

f o l l o w i n g the s i g n i n g of the Mutual Assistance Pact, i n May, 

demonstrated the leadership's a l l e g i a n c e t o Moscow, the PCF, 

never t h e l e s s , " f a i l e d completely as an instrument o f Soviet 

f o r e i g n p o l i c y , " J Domestic problems, over which they had 

l i t t l e c o n t r o l , were also a reason f o r the Communists' f a i l u r e 

t o arouse working class support f o r E t h i o p i a , 

The Communists seemed t o be moving i n the r i g h t d i r e c t i o n , 

d u r i n g the l a s t few months before the a t t a c k , when they 

zCameron, pp. 115, 158, 166-168; Warner, pp, 101-102; 
Wolfers, p. 189. 

^Brower, p. 230. 

87 



sought t o strengthen the movement t o save E t h i o p i a by-

promoting u n i t y among the L e f t i s t o r g a n i z a t i o n s o f western 

Europe, Yet, by the time they began working i n earnest f o r 

u n i t y i t may have already been too l a t e t o reverse the I t a l i a n 

momentum toward war. Even i f there were s t i l l time t o take 

e f f e c t i v e a c t i o n , the French Communists, by t h e i r r e f u s a l 

t o renounce i d e o l o g i c a l r h e t o r i c , minimized the p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t any non-Communist groups would j o i n forces w i t h them. 

The Communist Party, b o t h before and a f t e r the a c t u a l 

i n v a s i o n , sought s t r i c t enforcement of the Covenant o f the 

League of Nations, Some of the Party's proposals, such as 

embargoing arms t o I t a l y p r i o r t o October and c l o s i n g the Suez 

Canal, could have been, a t the very l e a s t , e f f e c t i v e means o f 

impeding the I t a l i a n preparations f o r war. Yet, as w i t h so 

many other measures which the Communists undertook t o support 

d u r i n g the c r i s i s , the r e s u l t o f t h e i r e f f o r t was f a i l u r e . 

I n the f i n a l a n a l y s i s , the P a r t i Communiste Francaise f a i l e d 

i n i t s attempt t o prevent an a t t a c k upon E t h i o p i a because 

i t was unable t o m o b i l i z e i t s own constituency. 
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