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Gianfrancesco Lusini
Notes on the Italian Community in post-World War II Ethiopia

When on February 6, 1961 Africa Hall (የአፍሪካ
አዳራሽ Yä’afrika Addaraš ), which is still today the 
permanent seat of the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Africa (UNECA), was inaugurat-
ed, twenty years had passed from the moment in 
which Ethiopia had o�cially regained its sover-
eignty. �e �ve years of Italian occupation, in fact, 
came to an end with the return of the Ethiopian 
emperor in the capital of his country on May 5, 
1941 deliberately coinciding with the �fth anni-
versary of the entrance of General Pietro Badoglio 
in Addis Ababa on May 5, 1936, heading his oc-
cupying and temporarily victorious army. Histo-
ry had taken its course attributing, as always, its 
rights and wrongs. �e events in Ethiopia emerged 
as a substantial factor in the developments that led 
to the defeat of the Axis forces.

In this general scenario, well known and researched 
by generations of historians intent on reconstruct-
ing the events of war and diplomacy, numerous 
smaller narratives emerge, often storylines so small 
that they escape observation even under the lens of 
the most attentive researcher. We are speaking of 
tens of thousands of Italians who for three genera-
tions had migrated to Ethiopia together with their 
hopes, skills, and their willingness to work for the 
growth of the country. Women and men who had 
contributed—albeit within the context of privileg-
es guaranteed by colonial laws—to the construc-
tion of infrastructure, to the development of busi-
ness, to the modernizing of agriculture, and to the 
creation of new services not merely in the capital 
but in every corner of the country. In the matter of 
a few days, they suddenly found themselves facing 
an existential dilemma: leave and lose everything or 
stay and face the unknown.

In order to understand what happened during the 
twenty years culminating with the celebration of 
February 5, 1961, it is necessary to go back to May 
5 of twenty years before, to the re-enthronement 
of Haile Selassie (Haylä Ś ellase) when he expressed 
his ideas, wishing to make them known in Ethiopia 
and abroad, with a speech that contained also a plan 
concerning relations with the Italians: 

Today is the day when our enemy has been 
defeated and has fallen. Today for all of us is 
the day of the happiness we have gained by 
the grace of the Lord. Today for all of us there 
can’t be anything but rejoicing in the spirit of 
Christ. Let us not repay evil with evil! Don’t 
undertake acts of cruelty and violence in the 
way the enemy did! Don’t try to behave in a 
manner that spoils the good name of Ethiopia, 
for our enemy is guilty of what happened.41

We could evaluate these words merely on an ethical 
plane, as an expression of the religious sensibility of 
the Ethiopian sovereign, educated in the study of the 
Gospel, but in this way, we would fail to grasp the 
implications of the political thought of Haile Selassie.

�e day after May 5, 1941, Ethiopia became a coun-
try freed from the presence of the occupier, but it 
was facing a future with a long series of problems. Its 
position in the international arena did not guarantee 
its due respect, bearing in mind the continental con-
text in which African countries were still for the most 
part subject to the control of Britain and France. 
Steering the ship of his country, while the war in Eu-
rope was still waging, was the major concern of the 
Ethiopian sovereign and not merely a direct interest 
in reinforcing his personal power. In fact, following 

the thread of his original political agenda, which he 
pursued since his initial enthronement and before 
the war unleashed by fascist Italy, Haile Selassie be-
lieved in the modernization of Ethiopia and all of 
Africa. With political intelligence, he questioned the 
modalities of this process and the possible partners 
who could contribute to its realization.

Part of this scenario was the destiny of the thousands 
of Italians who had believed in a life project based on 
their immigration to Africa. �ey were laborers and 
technicians, artisans and o�ce employees who were 
waiting to understand which direction to take with-
in the framework of this radically changed political 
situation. Most of them chose the path of repatria-
tion driven not only by evaluating their opportuni-
ties, but also by hasty instructions emanating from 
the new administrators. �e English authorities, 
who occupied the capital from April 6, 1941, made 
no qualms about their intention to reduce both the 
social fabric of Italians living in Ethiopia and the 
bulk of economic activity in play. In December of 
the same year, a repatriation was organized involving 
the overwhelming majority of no less than twenty 
thousand Italians present in Addis Ababa.

�ere is some doubt about the true number of those 
who decided or were authorized to remain. Most 
probably the question was an object of friction and 
generated several positions. Understandbly, the En-
glish point of view was to limit as far as possible the 
presence of Italian civilians in Africa (Ethiopia, but 
also Eritrea and Somalia) because they belonged to 
an enemy country and hostile regime. �e sovereign 
and many of his most trusted counselors were of a 
di�erent opinion. For Haile Selassie, openly sup-
porting an e�ort to maintain a signi�cant Italian 
presence not only weighed against the desire of the 
English to condition the Ethiopian decision regard-
ing international relations, but also opened up the 
opportunity to fuel sectors of the economy based on 
professions and skills otherwise unavailable, from 
construction to transport, from medical care to pro-
duction and distribution of hydroelectric energy.

In several memoir style publications one can read 
that under the British Administration, no more than 
500 Italians were authorized to remain in Ethiopia. 
�is information cannot be con�rmed by any of-
�cial documentation and seems to be the result of 
a downward estimate. It is more probable that the 
in�uence in the court, on the part of those who rec-
ognized the role played by Italians in Ethiopian soci-

ety, oriented the emperor himself toward a de facto 
attitude that was more indulgent toward the ex-en-
emy. Contributing to the development of the myth 
of the “Cinquecento d’Etiopia” (the 500 of Ethio-
pia) was the memory of the fate of another group 
of 500 Italians who had left a mark in Eritrea at the 
end of the nineteenth century, i.e. the components 
of the military column annihilated in the famously 
sad battle by the troops of Ras Alula at Dogali on 
January 26, 1887.

�e Peace Treaty between Italy and the Allied forc-
es signed in Paris on February 10, 1947 ruled only 
on questions pertinent to the transfer of territories 
and to war reparations between the victorious and 
the defeated of the worldwide con�ict. �e matter 
of the substantial presence of Italian workers, tech-
nicians, and artisans in Ethiopia was not included 
in the decision-making of the peace conference 
which took place in the French capital from July 29 
until October 15, 1946. From this point of view, 
one can only imagine the sense of solitude that the 
Italians still residing in Ethiopia must have felt, torn 
between the sense of responsibility toward the past 
and the great uncertainty of the future. However, 
surprisingly, year after year the value of the impact 
of their activities grew and consolidated, nourished 
by a vibrant social life freed from the restraints of a 
colonial past and favored by the intelligence of the 
Ethiopian government.

About ten years later, on June 15, 1956, an agreement 
was reached between Italy and Ethiopia “for the reg-
ulation of economic and �nancial questions,” �nally 
furnishing a frame of reference for intense bilateral 
relations hinged on the activities of many Italian 
families in Ethiopia. For years, these Italian families 
had been constructing a rich and dynamic network 
of productivity not only in the sectors in which Ital-
ians had traditionally and consistently been present, 
but also in the new industrial activities required by 
the agenda of development in this African country. 
�eir resilience, favored in primis by the emperor 
and the people of Ethiopia who had prevented the 
phenomena of “collective revenge,” had thus allowed 
them to recreate a social and economic fabric which 
contributed to the promotion of Ethiopian growth.

In particular, the Italian community of Addis Aba-
ba, who bene�ted from the contribution of hun-
dreds of compatriots immigrating from Eritrea and 
from an ever more benevolent attitude on the part 
of the Ethiopian ruling class, continued to develop 
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a more modern social structure, becoming a refer-
ence point for the economy of this African country 
with surprising rapidity. Italians interpreted their 
presence in Africa as an expression of the collec-
tive need to construct a new alternative identity as 
opposed to their old identity which was based on 
the project of political colonialism. People such as 
these were involved in activities which by now were 
highly quali�ed and in which the enterprising, in-
dustrial, professional, and commercial components 
had become a factor of development for an African 
country on the path of modernization.

In the Italian seat of government in Rome, the aware-
ness of the importance of these processes grew and 
gradually became more imposing, �nally giving con-
crete and long-lasting results. Reference is primarily 
made to the founding, in 1954, of the school “Gal-
ileo Galilei,” which underscores the central impor-
tance of education in the post-colonial relationship 
between the two countries. Unsurprisingly, in 1970 
Arturo Mezzèdimi, one of the major exponents of 
Italian creativity and work in Ethiopia after World 
War II, was commissioned to design the complex 
which also includes the Italian Cultural Institute of 
Addis Ababa. Up until today this complex, which 
is the largest Italian school abroad, remains an emi-
nent example of Italian architecture in the Ethiopian 
capital, a multifunctional center which, over time, 
has become a place of aggregation, education, and 
culture for generations of Italians and Ethiopians.

�e construction of Africa Hall, with the decisive 
contribution of the company Luigi Varnero and of 
contractor Luigi Elmi for its extension in 1971–
1976, marks the culmination of this particular and 
fortunate collective itinerary, showing that the times 
were ripe for the consolidating of a new phase of 
bilateral relations. It is important to underline that 
Italian labor in Ethiopia was an essential component 
of the process with which a climate of reciprocal 
trust was re-established between Italy, the country 
that only twenty years before had brought lethal 
weapons and occupying troops into Africa, and the 
Ethiopian people and its governing body, which was 
both the last to fall under the yoke of European co-
lonial oppression and the �rst to liberate itself. �e 
images of the architect Mezzèdimi and the emperor, 
who together inspected the construction site of Af-
rica Hall, supervising the various phases of building, 
express emblematically the role—be it diplomatic, 
practical, or decisive—that Italian labor performed 
in Ethiopia in the years between 1941 and 1974.

CHAPTER 1 

Right
“I giornali sono arrivati 
(newspapers have 
arrived)” reads the notice 
in the newsagent’s 
window, alerting the 
Italian diaspora living in 
Addis Ababa in April 1966 
to the arrival of news 
from home. 

Historical Context
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CHAPTER 1 

A new structure 
emerges for an oŨce 
tower commissioned 
by the Haile Selassie I 
Foundation to the Italian 
contractor Ugolotti & Co.

The cultural and 
commercial district 
of Arada Piazza has 
been at the crossroads 
of cultures since the 
foundation of Addis 

Ababa. The Italian 
resident community 
shared its customs 
and traditions here, 
including those of 
gastronomy. 

Historical Context
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CHAPTER 1 

A building site of the 
Italian contractor 
Mantelli in Addis Ababa 
in November 1966. 
“Italians are the only 
ones who reinvest their 
profits in the country 

and have demonstrated, 
of all Westerners, to 
be the best suited to 
collaborating and living 
alongside Ethiopians,” 39

confided 'mperor Haile 
Selassie to Mezzèdimi.

Construction sites 
emerged throughout 
Addis Ababa in the 
1960s. Mezzèdimi 
reŦected in later life 
how the combination 
of the drive, ability, 

and imagination of 
the Italian community 
and the talent for 
specialization and the 
eŨciency of local labor 
were instrumental in the 
success of this period.

Historical Context
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CHAPTER 1 

End of lessons at the 
Italian School of Addis 
Ababa. Established 
in 1956, the institute 
offered its curriculum 
in both Amharic and 
Italian languages and 
was expanded into a 
new school and cultural 
center in 1974.
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CHAPTER 1 

Perspective drawing 
and photograph of the 
new Italian School and 
Cultural Institute of 
Addis Ababa designed 

by Mezzèdimi (1971-74). 
The institute remains 
the largest state school 
of Italy abroad and has 
educated thousands of 

Ethiopian and Italian 
students, contributing 
to the enrichment and 
cultural awareness of the 
two communities.
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CHAPTER 1 

The Italian Club of Asmara 
had been a center of 
aggregation for decades, 
while the Juventus club 
of Addis Ababa, founded 

in the early 1950s, hosted 
all types of activities from 
weddings to graduations, 
and post-work gatherings 
to bingo nights.

The Italian communities 
of Ethiopia and Eritrea 
were deeply intertwined, 
with many Italians running 
business activities in 

both countries. Social 
gatherings reminiscent 
of mainland Italy regularly 
took place in Asmara 
and Addis Ababa.

Historical Context
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CHAPTER 1 

The entrance to the 
Italian Club of Asmara in 
the mid-1960s. The social 
club was housed in a 1915 
neo-Baroque building 
originally designed for 
a bank and currently 
hosting a University of 
Asmara Training Center.

Historical Context
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Ethiopian women 
working at the Italian 
Industrial Exhibition 
take a break from 
their duties, enjoying a 
conversation in the sun.

The Italian Industrial 
Exhibition was held in 
February 1968 in Mesqel 
Square, Addis Ababa, to 
enhance the economic 
relations between 

Ethiopia and Italy and 
displaying various 
industrial sectors by 
companies such as 
Banco di Roma, Olivetti, 
Fiat, and SAME.

Historical Context
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Collage of commercial 
advertisements published 
in the Italian magazine 
Etiopia Illustrata (Illustrated 
Ethiopia) during the mid-
1960s by a variety of Italian 
companies operating in 

CHAPTER 1 Historical Context

Ethiopia and Eritrea. 
On the right, the magazine’s 
cover for the December 1965 
edition portrays Emperor 
Haile Selassie riding a horse 
in ceremonial uniform in 
front of Africa Hall.
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LOGO FSC MISTO E RICICLATO DA USARE PER GLI STAMPATI 
TRADIZIONALI E I CARTELLI VETRINA.




