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Article abstract
The Lateran Agreements of 1929 initiated a period of close cooperation between the
Roman Catholic church and the Italian state under Mussolini. Italian policy in
Abyssinia after the conquest of that country in 1936, however, exacerbated tensions
which had developed as a result of both Italian domestic policies and support for
Germany's antichurch activities. This paper explores the development of Italian
policy in Abyssinia and the church's gradual disenchantment with the results of their
entente.
In domestic affairs, the Vatican's anger focused on the Mussolini government's 1938
manifesto on racial purity and the resulting anti-Semitic legislation. The church hier-
archy within Italy had assumed that their support for Italian intervention in Africa
would result in the government's adoption of a policy cf Christianization. To
maintain a measure of internal stability within the country, the government chose to
follow a strategy, advocated by the colonial ministry, of religious toleration. This
approach alienated the Holy See which, unlike the Italian hierarchy, had never been
in favour of an imperialistic war. The policy cf toleration ran contrary to the church's
catholicizing plans for the territory, and interfered with its missionary activities.
Particularly favoured were the Moslems, whose support, in the view of the colonial
ministry, was crucial to imperial control. In turn, this cooperation would, it was felt,
help the Italians in their relations with other Islamic powers in the Middle East.
Opposition to the colonial office's actions was not limited to the church; the foreign
ministry believed that the church should be used as an agency in Italian expansion.
The colonial ministry, however, prevailed. Whenever missionaries of any religion
opposed Italian wishes in the new colony, they were punished. When the foreign
ministry attempted to intervene on behalf of British missionaries, Mussolini
supported the colonial office policy, and even extended it; henceforth, no foreigner
could teach in the Empire. The colonial ministry consolidated its control, ordering
the Holy See to replace French Catholic missionaries with Italians. In response, the
Vatican appointed a pontifical commission, which ultimately bowed to most of the
ministry's demands. On disputed points the ministry remained adamant; the Pope
then sent an Apostolic Visitor to Abyssinia to negotiate a settlement which, he hoped,
would enhance the place of the church. Finally, the colonial ministry acceded to the
church's request for the creation of a separate ecclesiastical hierarchy for the colony;
the church shortly after recognized Victor Emmanuel as emperor cf Abyssinia.
In spite of this agreement, however, the cooperation between the Roman Catholic
church and the Italian state was irreparably damaged by the latter's toleration
policy. Govern- ment hostility to the pretensions of the church within the Empire
forms an essential backdrop to the Pope's attack, in 1938, on Italian racial policy.
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