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OVERVIEW
Ethiopian emperor Haile Selassie addressed the League of Nations in Geneva, Switzerland,
on June 30, 1936, in a desperate attempt to stop Italian dictator Benito Mussolini’s attack
on Ethiopia. Selassie described horrific airborne attacks, in which mustard gas was sprayed
over wide areas to kill Ethiopian soldiers and civilians alike.
GUIDED READING As you read, consider the following questions:
• What is Selassie pleading for the League to do?
• What could the League of Nations have done to help Ethiopia in their defense
against Italy?

I,

Haile Selassie I, emperor of Ethiopia, am here today to claim that justice
which is due to my people, and the assistance promised to them eight
months ago, when fifty nations asserted that an aggression had been
committed in violation of international treaties.
There is no precedent for a head of state himself speaking in this assembly. But
there is also no precedent for a people being victim of such injustice and being at
present threatened by abandonment to its aggressors. Also, there has never before
been an example of any government proceeding to the systematic extermination of
a nation by barbarous means, in violation of the most solemn promises made to all
the nations of the earth that there should be no resort to a war of conquest, and
that there should not be used against innocent human beings the terrible poison of
harmful gases. It is to defend a people struggling for its age-old independence that
the head of the Ethiopian Empire has come to Geneva to fulfill this supreme duty,
after having himself fought at the head of his armies.
I pray Almighty God that he may spare nations the terrible sufferings that
have just been inflicted on my people, and of which the chiefs who accompany
me here have been the horrified witnesses.
It is my duty to inform the governments assembled in Geneva, responsible
as they are for the lives of millions of men, women, and children, of the deadly
peril which threatens them, by describing to them the fate which has been
suffered by Ethiopia.
It is not only upon warriors that the Italian government has made war. It
has above all attacked populations far removed from hostilities, in order to
terrorize and exterminate them.
At the beginning, towards the end of 1935, Italian aircraft hurled upon my
armies bombs of tear gas. Their effects were but slight. The soldiers learned to
scatter, waiting until the wind had rapidly dispersed the poisonous gases.
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The Italian aircraft then resorted to mustard gas. Barrels of liquid were
hurled upon armed groups. But this means also was not effective; the liquid
only affected a few soldiers, and barrels upon the ground were themselves a
warning to troops and to the population of the danger.
It was at the time when the operations for the encircling of Makale were
taking place that the Italian command, fearing a rout, followed the procedure
which it is now my duty to denounce to the world. Special sprayers were
installed on board aircraft so that they could vaporize, over vast areas of
territory, a fine, death-dealing rain. Groups of nine, fifteen, eighteen aircraft
followed one another so that the fog issuing from them formed a continuous
sheet. It was thus that, as from the end of January 1936, soldiers, women,
children, cattle, rivers, lakes, and pastures were drenched continually with this
deadly rain. In order to kill off systematically all living creatures, in order the
more surely to poison waters and pastures, the Italian command made its
aircraft pass over and over again. That was its chief method of warfare.
The very refinement of barbarism consisted in carrying ravage and terror
into the most densely populated parts of the territory—the points farthest
removed from the scene of hostilities. The object was to scatter fear and death
over a great part of the Ethiopian territory.
These fearful tactics succeeded. Men and animals succumbed. The deadly
rain that fell from the aircraft made all those whom it touched fly shrieking with
pain. All those who drank the poisoned water or ate the infected food also
succumbed in dreadful suffering. In tens of thousands the victims of the Italian
mustard gas fell. It is in order to denounce to the civilized world the tortures
inflicted upon the Ethiopian people that I resolved to come to Geneva.…
In October 1935, the fifty-two nations who are listening to me today gave
me an assurance that the aggressor would not triumph, that the resources of
the Covenant would be employed in order to ensure the reign of right and the
failure of violence.
I ask the fifty-two nations not to forget today the policy upon which they
embarked eight months ago, and in faith of which I directed the resistance of
my people against the aggressor whom they had denounced to the world.
Despite the inferiority of my weapons, the complete lack of aircraft, artillery,
munitions, hospital services, my confidence in the League was absolute. I
thought it to be impossible that fifty-two nations, including the most powerful
in the world, should be successfully opposed by a single aggressor. Counting
on the faith due to treaties, I had made no preparation for war, and that is the
case with certain small countries in Europe.…
War then took place in the atrocious conditions which I have laid before
the assembly. In that unequal struggle between a government commanding
more than forty-two million inhabitants, having at its disposal financial,
industrial, and technical means which enabled it to create unlimited quantities
of the most death-dealing weapons, and, on the other hand, a small people of
twelve million inhabitants, without arms, without resources, having on its side
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only the justice of its own cause and the promise of the League of Nations.
What real assistance was given to Ethiopia by the fifty-two nations who had
declared the Rome government guilty of a breach of the Covenant and had
undertaken to prevent the triumph of the aggressor? Has each of the member
states, as it was its duty to do in virtue of its signature appended to Article 16
of the Covenant, considered the aggressor as having committed an act of war
personally directed against itself? I had placed all my hopes in the execution of
these undertakings. My confidence had been confirmed by the repeated
declaration made in the council to the effect that aggression must not be
rewarded and that force would be compelled to bow before right.
In December 1935, the council made it quite clear that its feelings were in
harmony with those of hundreds of millions of people who, in all parts of the
world, had protested against the proposal to dismember Ethiopia. It was
constantly repeated that there was not merely a conflict between the Italian
government and Ethiopia but also a conflict between the Italian government
and the League of Nations, and that is why I personally refused all proposals to
my personal advantage made to me by the Italian government if only I would
betray my people and the Covenant of the League of Nations. I was defending
the cause of all small peoples who are threatened with aggression.
What have become of the promises made to me? As long ago as October
1935, I noted with grief, but without surprise, that three powers considered
their undertakings under the Covenant as absolutely of no value. Their
connections with Italy impelled Italian aggression. On the contrary, it was a
profound disappointment to me to learn the attitude of a certain government
which, whilst ever protesting its scrupulous attachment to the Covenant, has
tirelessly used all its efforts to prevent its observance. As soon as any measure
which was likely to be effective was proposed, various pretexts were devised in
order to postpone even consideration of that measure. Did the secret
agreements of January 1935 provide for this tireless obstruction? The
Ethiopian government never expected other governments to shed their
soldiers’ blood to defend the Covenant when their own immediate personal
interests were not at stake. Ethiopian warriors asked only for means to defend
themselves. On many occasions I have asked for financial assistance for the
purchase of arms. That assistance has been constantly refused me. What, then,
in practice, is the meaning of Article 16 and of collective security?
Apart from the Kingdom of the Lord there is not on this earth any nation
that is superior to any other. Should it happen that a strong government finds
it may, with impunity, destroy a weak people, then the hour strikes for that
weak people to appeal to the League of Nations to give its judgment in all
freedom. God and history will remember your judgment.…
Representatives of the world, I have come to discharge in your midst the
most painful of the duties of the head of a state. What reply shall I have to
take back to my people?
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