CHAPTER SEVEN

ITALIAN FOREIGN POLICY,  1922-40

INTRODUCTION

1922, many routes were available, although fascism suggested a dynamic foreign policy.

WWI had resulted in territory gains in the north, securing the Alpine frontier and destroyed the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Until 1935 Mussolini was more reactive than proactive. Britain and France dominated the League of Nations.

European politics were conducting in the context of the Paris Peace Conference settlement.

The stability this provided broke down when Hitler cam into power in 1933.

This increased the importance of Italy and allowed Mussolini to lead a more proactive foreign policy.

In an attempt to please Mussolini they exaggerated the importance of Italy, militarily, industrially and Mussolini’s own skills as a statesman.

LEGACY OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR

Paris Peace Conference

WWI destroyed three great empires, Austria, Germany and Russia.

Whilst Britain, France and the US redrew the borders of Eastern Europe Italy begged for territorial gains on its northern borders.

The US retreated into isolationism, refusing to partake in the League of Nations.

Germany was disarmed and bankrupt, allowing Britain and France to dominate Europe for a decade.

A new communist state, the Soviet Union was established, worrying many capitalist countries.

The war left a legacy of unrest and instability, resulting in minor revolution attempts throughout Eastern Europe.

Italian fascism relied upon this fear for much of its success.

Stability, mid- to late-1920s

A new stability emerged in Europe.

The USSR remained isolated, but Germany reentered international affairs.

Newly founded nations found stable governments.

The international economy recovered, resulting in international trade, war damage, national finances and new industries getting better.

A series of international political initiatives marked the new stability.

World Economic Crisis, 1929-33

Europe’s recovery was destroyed in 1929, the depression had reached Europe.

There was a general trade recession with industrial production falling and employment.

Nations retreated inwards, economic protectionism replaced free trade.

ITALIAN FOREIGN POLICY

Until 1935 Mussolini’s policy was quite cautious, aiming to be respectable.

Fiume

Failing to receive the Adriatic port of Fiume in 1919 hurt Italian pride.

Its status as an international free city was no consolidation.

Mussolini showed diplomatic skill in ditching the less realistic ambitions to dominate the Adriatic.

In 1924 Mussolini struck bargains with the Kingdom of Yugoslavia, securing the annexation of Fiume.

This secured D’Annunzio’s legacy as it was portrayed as a great triumph.

Corfu

After General Tellini was assassinated on Corfu in 1923 the Italian navy bombarded the island.

There was already a plan, this was an excuse to implement it.

The attack was bungled, resulting in higher civilian casualties, this forced Britain and France to order his withdrawal.

This episode showed how Mussolini could act impulsively and how he could be bullied by the great nations.

Albania

Italian forces withdrew from Albania in 1920 after occupying it during WWI.

He allied himself with parties supporting King Zog.

1926 declared it was a protectorate.

Considered the first step of Italian expansionism.

Italian peasants were encouraged to settle there until in 1939 it was formally annexed.

Libya

The Italian army had to bring the Berbers into line between 1922 and 1925.

Captured in 1912 from the Ottoman Empire.

The fascists planned large scale colonisation of the area.

Mass concentration camps were erected in the early 1930s.
A barbed wire barrier from the Mediteranean dep into the desert was designed to vut the Berber supply line from Egypt.

Only the coastal strip was firmly under Italian control in 1932.

The attempted colonisation of Libya, brought no economic benefits to Italy.

It was designed to increase prestige but failed to enthuse the Italian people.

North-east Africa

Successful military campaigns were mounted to secure the north of Somalia.

Britain and France had accepted Somalia as Italian since the end of the nineteenth century.

Large scale settlement plans failed here, as they did in Eritrea – a colony since 1889.

The Locarno Pact (1925) and the Kellogg-Briand Pact (1928)

Mussolini presented Italy as a major power when he sign a treaty securing the northern European borders.

He joined 60 other countries when he signed the Kellog-Briand Pact denouncing war.

These were mere gestures, used well by propaganda.

The Frontier with Austria

The 1919 treaties left the Italian's with a secure northern border, including the Brenner Pass – the route to the German speaking Republic of Austria. 

In 1934the Nazis attempted to interfere in Austrian somestic politics. Mussolini acted to protect the integrity of the state.

As Mussolini moved troops to his border with Austria in 1934 there was a reaction to his Austrian policy.
The Stresa Front, 1935

Mussolini aimed to make Italy the foremost diplomatic power.

Set up in the Italian lake district Britain, France and Italy signed a pact denouncing German rearmament and made a pledge to resist any breaking of peace treaties.

This was the best point for Mussolini’s relationship with the western powers.

Despite his true motives Mussolini revelled in his position. His arrival in a speedboat enabled him to cut a dashing figure.

It was a political manoeuvre in advance of the following colonial war.

All three powers hoped the Stresa Front would mean any further action was unnecessary.

Britain first undermined the hope by signing a separate naval agreement with Germany.
The Importance of Mussolini’s Personal Role, 1922-35

In the 1920s the foreign policy was very similar to other liberal states.

The foreign ministry officials found this pleasing, helping with the agreement with Yugoslavia over Fiume.

Only when fascist control of Italy was firmly established did Mussolini attempt to make an impression on the international scene.

ITALIAN FOREIGN POLICY, 1935-40

The International Context: New European Tensions

The world economic depression showed how the earlier optimism had been fragile.

It had a profound impact on world politics until outbreak of war in 1939.

Governments had to deal with social distress by economic dislocation and associated mass unemployment.

Extremist parties gained support.

Democracy appeared to be failing. Hitler used this to gain power.

On the road to war, 1933-39, Europena politics developed around German ambitions and diplomacy.
A Revolution in Italian Foreign Policy, 1935-40

Italian foreign policy totally changed direction.

Mussolini was initially alarmed about Germany’s ambitions.

Mussolini’s ambitions in the Mediterranean or Africa would be less important to the French.

The failure of France and Britain to stand up to Hitler using the League of Nations encouraged Mussolini to ignore it.

Mussolini was impressed by the Nazi’s strength and authoritarian government. They had much in common, a hatred of WWI and communism.

Germany and Italy appeared to be compatible, Hitler wanting a northern and eastern European empire and Italy an African one.

From 1938 Mussolini determined that a relationship with Germany would be beneficial.

ETHIOPIA

The Origins of the War against Ethiopia (Abyssinia)

The late nineteenth century had resulted in Italy gaining two unproductive colonies, Eritrea and Somaliland. 

It had fared less well than the established powers due to its age.

Italy was denied any share of Germany’s colonies after WWI.

The Lbiyan adventure was a result of the Italians imperial inferiority.

After 1922 Mussolini was undeniably imperialist through his association with the Roman Empire.

The dreams were dormant until 1929 when European conditions were right. 

In 1932 Libyan resistance had broken down, freeing troops.

From 1932 Mussolini took personal control of foreign policy.

The social policies had prepared for this and Abyssinia bordered the two Italian colonies.

Emperor Haile Selassie had weak control over the warring tribes.

October 1935 military attacks began following the Wal Wal border incident during the previous December. Several Italian soldiers had been killed.
Mussolini was hesitant but fascists in the foreign ministry encouraged him, fearing Japanese influence.

Whilst Hitler was building his forces he was not yet strong enough to threaten Italy’s northern borders.

An internal propaganda campaign was launched.

The 1935 Stresa Conference gave Mussolini the impression neither Britain nor France would block an Abyssinian invasion.

This was encouraged by British secret documents stating they had not interests in Abyssinia.

Both France and Britain had consider Abyssinia under Italian influence since before 1914.

He certainly ignored unofficial hints to the contrary.

He believed the British were worried he would take both the Sudan and Egypt and by the extremism growing in Germany.

Both Italian colonies experienced troop build ups after the Wal Wal incident.

Mussolini used the dead Italians and slavery as his excuses.

The League of Nations was investigating after a request by the Abyssinians.

The supplies were not secret; they had to pass through the British Suez Canal.

This was to be the great test of the fascist state.

The Campaign
From October 1935 to May 1936.

Abyssinian forces were in small groups and poorly armed. The mountainous terrain provided difficulties for the Italians.

400,000 troops were sent, with much unnecessary equipment – resulting in muddle and incompetence.

The MSVN was first into the fight; the regular army was given second place.

The lethargic Emilio de Bono, a leading fascist was replaced after the invasion came to a halt due to transport problems.

Marshal Badoglio replaced him, using regular troops. He used crueller tactics including poison gas until he reached the capital Addid Ababa in May 1936.

The war had been fought inefficiently.

Fortuantly the enemy was far weaker.

Itlians committed 400,000 men and lost 1500.

Two years’ normal state spending was the cost, beginning a spiral of state debt.

Abyssinia wasn’t really conquered. The warring tribes had been unified and launched a series of guerrilla campaigns.

The Italians attempted to halt this with barbarism and mistreatment of the population.

Italian control sometimes fell to just the main towns and tank patrolled main routes connecting them during the five-year occupation.

International Reaction

The international reaction (including Britain and France) was not accomadating as predicted.
Abyssinia was a member of the League of Nations due to Italian sponsorship in the 1920s.

Economic sanctions were voted for in November 1935 in order the forces to be redrawn.

Arms could not be sold to Italy and Italian goods could not be bought by the member states.

December 1935, Britain and France attempted a compromise position called the Hoare-Laval Pact.

They had to abandoned it after outrage, particularly from the British public. This discredited the League of Nations and destroyed the Stresa Front.

The sanctions were ineffective as it did not control oil and Germany, Japan and the USA did not support them.

The sanctions were quietly dropped after Italy secured Abyssinia.

The British could end Italy’s invasion by closing the Suez Canal. Both Britain and France feared war with Italy, as Mussolini had threatened it in public speeches.

The sanctions annoyed Mussolini but hardly hampered the war effort.

Reaction in Italy

The Abyssinian invasion divided public opinion at first.

This was despite of Galeazzo Ciano’s propaganda campaign.

There was only widespread support after the sanctions were imposed. 

Mussolini then presented the war as one of national survival against 52 others.

The propaganda machine was able to ensure enthusiastic support from all sections of society.

20 million people listened to Mussolini’s radio speech broadcasted in May 1936, declaring victory.

The fascist regime reached its high point in popularity, making the propaganda ministry increasingly important.

A considerable personal triumph as Mussolini had been advised against the action.

He had succeeded within a few months and with less than 2000 casualties.

The Outcome

In Abyssinia

Haile Selassie flew to Britain to organise opposition after the capital fell.

Victor Emannuel was crowned Emperor of Ethiopia.

The area proved to be expensive, providing no settlement or trading opportunities.

A policy of systematic brutality was required. The conquest was an empty victory in this sense.

Abyssinia would be nearly impossible to defend in a European war.
	State Expenditure (in million lire)

	Year
	Expenditure
	Deficit

	1934-5
	20,926
	-2,195

	1936-7
	40,932
	-16,230

	1939-40
	60,389
	-28,039


In Italy

The regime was encouraged to implement more radical fascist policy.

The war against Africans encouraged a new racial element, culminating in the anti-Jewish campaign of the time.

The government was forced into borrow and industry towards armament production. This contributed to the poor state of the Italian economy in 1940.

It encouraged the regime to attempt to achieve autarky, although understandable it was unrealistic.

Mussolini’s isolation from criticism made him believe his own propaganda. This exaggerated his confidence and contempt for Britain and France.

Internationally

The League of Nations ended its sanctions after Addis Ababa fell, ended organised resistance.

The League of Nations was undermined, especially after it failed to prevent Japan’s aggression against China or Hitler’s rearmament.

Sanctions failed to save Abyssinia but they did destroy the relationship built at the Stresa Front.

There had always been a selfish element for the powers, but they had all aimed to halt Hitler’s expansion. 

The failure of this relationship opened a new dangerous era of Italian politics.

THE SPANISH CIVIL WAR, 1936-39

In July 1936 left- and right-wing forces started a civil war.

The three years of conflict were particularly bloody, prolonged by foreign intervention.

It was probably inevitable, due to Mussolini’s persona and aims, that there would be Italian intervention in the Spanish Civil War.

Mussolini’s Motives

Sought further military glory to add to his Abyssinian victory.
Rejoiced at the expansion of fascism.

He saw Spain as an ally for Italy’s pretensions in the Mediterranean. This possibly included Italian naval bases on mainland Spain.

The Consequences of Italian Intervention

Far-reaching, unanticipated by Mussolini.

Italian public finances were crippled, adding to the burden from the Abyssinian war.

This hindered the independent Italian foreign policy he had been conducting, at a time at which Nazi Germany was growing in strength.

French relations grew more complicated and also British to an extent.

Intervening alongside Germany drew the two nations closer.

Mussolini’s dream of a Mediterranean ally was short lived. 

THE BALKANS

East from the Adriatic Sea was the region Italy naturally should have built up influence. Mussolini failed to do so.
The Kingdom of Yugoslavia was too large to be intimidated and French interest in the region was strong.

By the early 1930s Albania was totally under Italian control.

Italy’s unopposed invasion in April 1939 was an empty gesture, contributing more to fascist propaganda than Italy’s economic and political interests.

Mussolini’s dreams were in the Mediterranean and Africa.

This resulted in his failure to develop an Italian presence in what had been, until recently, part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

THE GERMAN ALLIANCE

Mussolini’s foreign policy was based on a highly exaggerated opinion of Italian military strength after the Abyssinian war.

His speeches offered the Italian people a totally unrealistic view of Italy’s capabilities in any future wars.

Italy’s movement from one camp to another was a crucial diplomatic development of the period.

It also limited British and French options in regards to Hitler.

It was Mussolini’s most significant mark on European affairs, Italy and Germany’s alliance developed slowly.

The Collapse of the Stresa Front

Britain’s separate naval treaty with Germany began the coolness.

The sanctions over the Abyssinian war made it more serious.
The Impact of the Spanish Civil War

The aid given to the nationalists by Germany and Italy was viewed with great suspicion by France and Britain.

Italy and Germany were brought closer together, although their interests differed slightly.

Spain dreamt of the military advantages of a second fascist state in the Mediterranean.

Hitler wanted the war to drag on, weakening Italy and making it at odds with France and Britain so it became increasingly dependent on Germany.

The Axis
When Ciano was appointed foreign minister Italy became more pro-Germany.

Ciano visited Berlin in October 1936 after Mussolini was furious after negative coverage in the British press and the French elected a left-wing government.

Ciano received a flattering welcome and Hitler assured him whilst he was preparing for war Germany only wanted territory in northern and eastern Europe.

Italy accepted Germany’s rearmament in return and formally acknowledged German predominance in Austria.

Both nations to work closer with each other in Spain and to have military and intelligence discussions.

Mussolini announced in public that a new Rome-Berlin Axis had been formed.

Although Mussolini still believed Italy was an intermediary he had in fact placed it with Germany in any future disputes.

Fascist policy was effected in other areas, the persecution of Italian Jews.

Mussolini was further impressed by Hitler during September 1937 when he was shown displays of Nazi military might.

The Anti-Comintern Pact, November 1937

Mussolini joined Germany and Japan in the Anti-Comintern Pact to oppose the spread of international communism.

Japan and Germany had signed the pact in November 1936.

Mussolini emphasised their common front by withdrawing from the League of Nations in December 1937 with Nazi Germany.

The Anschluss, March 1938

Germany quickly invade Austria in March 1938, with little notice to Mussolini.

Mussolini failed to protect Austria as he had promised earlier.

Whilst Hitler was grateful the Italian public were angered, times were similar to the outbreak of the Abyssinian war.

Cordial relations were restored two months later when Hitler visited Italy.

The Czechoslovakia crisis during the summer of 1938 persuaded Mussolini the greatest threat to Italy was from the British naval dominance in the Mediterranean.

Due to Italy’s earlier exploits Mussolini could not combat Germany’s expansion southwards.

Mussolini became more and more dependent on Germany goodwill as his northern border faced a strong German force.

The Munch Conference, September 1938

Mussolini was an important figure at the Munich Conference which witnessed Germany’s first dismemberment of Czechoslovakia.

Mussolini was the one to organise the conference in an effort to peacefully resolve the problem. Chamberlain made a personal request.

Mussolini enjoyed playing a pivotal role, having the image of an uncommitted major power.

However, he ultimately carried out treaties made previously with Germany.

Mussolini’s contempt for the western powers appeared justified by their acceptance of German claims.

Mussolini lost this new image of mediator when he demand French territory, Corsica, Nice and Tunisia.

Mussolini was thrown back into Hitler’s arms by this loss of influence in Paris.

A Step Backwards? November 1938-March 1939
During 1938 Mussolini saw himself as manoeuvring between the two camps.

He attempted to avoid any closer military alliance with Germany, entertaining Chamberlain in November 1938.

The invasion of Czechoslovakia without prior notice shook him.

Mussolini was actually with Germany, hoping that Germany’s actions would undermine French influence in the Mediterranean.

He entertained Chamberlain with the aim of undermining the Anglo-French relationship.

Albania April 1939

Italy occupied Albania and made Victor Emmanuel its king.

There was little resistance due to its position as a satellite, Mussolini claimed he had made the Adriatic an Italian lake.
The French and British gave military guarantees to Greece and Romania, infuriating Mussolini.

The Pact of Steel, May 1939Mussolini and Ciano took Italy into a full military alliance with Germany in the Pact of Steel.
Germany instigated the alliance, hoping Italy could control the Mediterranean and Balkans.

They also hoped that Britain and France would be discouraged from taking drastic action.
Hermann Goering visited Rome in April 1939 before the foreign ministers (Ciano and Ribbentrop) met.
The impulsive decision to accept the alliance was the Duce’s, without conferring with the Grand Council or the foreign ministry.

The tension in Europe was raised and made the likelihood of war more.

It was the first major international obligations undertaken by Italy and was disastrous.

Whilst Mussolini hoped it would assist his aims in the Mediterranean and Africa, it threatened to trap Italy into supporting German before she was ready.

The British and French forces presented a far greater challenge than the haphazard Ethiopian or Spanish armies.

It is surprisingly the Italian government did not insist on discussions between the new allies to make the alliance a strategic reality.
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