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The fascist breadbasket: food, empire, and modernity 
in Italian East Africa, 1935–1941
Simone Cinotto

Università di Scienze Gastronomiche, Italy

ABSTRACT
Food was critical to the fascist project of occupation of Ethiopia and construc-
tion of the Italian Empire in East Africa between 1935 and 1941. The plan, 
deployed as part of the last and most modern war of aggression in the 
European Scramble for Africa, included the transfer to Ethiopia of plant and 
animal breeding biotechnologies and the transplantation of Italian farmers to 
develop a massive;demographic colonization’; first in experimental model set-
tlements, and then replacing Ethiopian biodiversity with Italian agriculture, 
husbandry, and civilization. The project of extraction of food resources from 
Ethiopia prioritized mobility – the construction of the road infrastructure neces-
sary to transport colonial crops to the seaports on the Red Sea and from there to 
Italy and global markets. As the mass demographic colonization project fal-
tered, though, the Empire absorbed food rather than produce it, and the 
unexpected most important function of Mussolini’s highways was to deliver 
high volumes of food imported from Italy to settlers. While the consumption of 
imported processed food represented an exciting experience of modernity and 
social mobility for Ethiopia’s Italians, Ethiopian armed and spontaneous resis-
tance insisted on the disruption of the invaders’ colonial food system as the 
pathway to regain control of their land, agriculture, and food sovereignty.

RIASSUNTO
L’impero italiano dell’Africa Orientale, fondato nel sangue della guerra di 
aggressione all’Etiopia del 1935–1936 e terminato nel 1941 pochi mesi dopo 
l’inizio della Seconda guerra mondiale, mirava a mettere in moto un massiccio 
trasferimento di corpi, piante, animali, tecnologie e culture dall’Italia in Africa, 
allo scopo di crearvi un Impero del Cibo che avrebbe sostenuto con le necessa-
rie calorie l’espansione demografica della giovane nazione italiana, proiettan-
dola verso una politica di potenza internazionale. Il colonialismo demografico 
italiano avrebbe dovuto svilupparsi nel trasferimento dall’Italia all’Etiopia di 
forme di vita avanzate (agricoltori, piante e animali) per sostituire l’agricoltura 
abissina del bue e dell’aratro con un’agricoltura moderna, razionale 
e meccanizzata. L’imponente infrastruttura stradale creata subito dopo l’occu-
pazione per permettere il trasporto del cibo prodotto nell’Africa Orientale 
Italiana verso l’Italia e i mercati globali, tuttavia, si rivelò distrarre fondamentali 
risorse umane e finanziarie dal processo di colonizzazione, che infatti rimase in 
fase di stallo per tutta la durata dell’Impero. Sulle strade di nuova costruzione 
circolarono quindi soprattutto i cibi industriali importati dall’Italia, su cui i coloni 
italiani costruirono la base della loro dieta quotidiana, esperendo livelli di 
consumo privato molto più alti dei corrispettivi in patria. La Resistenza armata  
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etiope, nella sua azione di riconquista della propria terra e sovranità alimentare, 
focalizzò i propri attacchi sul sistema alimentare imperiale italiano, compren-
dendo come questo costituisse il primo fondamento e ragione politica della 
presenza in Africa degli invasori europei.

KEYWORDS food; fascism; Empire; colonialism; Ethiopia

PAROLE CHIAVE Cibo; Alimentazione; Fascismo; Impero; Colonialismo; Etiopia

This article explores the politics of food, migration, and race that fascist Italy 
implemented in Ethiopia between 1935 and 1941 and the resulting circula-
tion of foodstuffs, food meanings, and food practices in Italian East Africa.

Italian East Africa is an understudied example of food imperialism. An 
extensive literature has studied fascist Italy’s plans for the agricultural exploi-
tation of Ethiopia and implementation of settler colonialism in East Africa for 
food production with the methodological tools of political, economic, and 
social history. Classic works on the attempted transformation of Ethiopia into 
‘Italy’s granary’ are Sbacchi (1977) and Larebo (1994). Many more works have 
appeared on the subject in recent years (De Robertis 2019; Sollai 2021; Ertola  
2016, 2017, 2020; Gagliardi 2016; Podestà 2011; Garvin 2020a, 2020b, 2021). 
This article adopts a specific food history approach – concentrating on food 
production, exchange, and consumption practices, the material and symbolic 
meanings of food, and taste in historical perspective – to illuminate how the 
entire imperial architecture of Italian East Africa was founded on food and the 
central role of food in the planning, construction, workings, demise, and 
consequences of the short-lived fascist Empire.

The historical literature on food and empire has documented how, since 
the arrival of Europeans in the Americas, modern empires constructed 
a global market for food based on the specialization of colonized periph-
eries in the production of crop commodities aimed at consumers in 
imperial metropoles. They integrated local food markets under the multi-
national capitalist umbrella, deterritorialized the world’s diet, and made 
the mobilization of food, via transport and processing technology, essen-
tial to the functioning of the system, to the benefit of state power (Sharma  
2012; Collingham, 2017; Janes, 2016; Leong-Salobir 2011; Işın 2018). 
Fascisms of the 1930s and 1940s exaggerated the modernity of earlier 
imperialism into hypermodern thinking and operations around global 
food, as they placed national food sovereignty at the core of their ideology 
of nativism, racism, and imperialism (Saraiva 2016; Bernhard 2016). In Italy, 
some of the most comprehensive policies fascism introduced aimed at 
achieving national food self-sufficiency, or autarchia alimentare. The Battle 
for Grain (1924) pursued the reconversion of Italian agriculture toward the 
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extensive production of wheat at the expenses of other crops and meat. 
Integral Land Reclamation (1928) aimed at creating new farmlands from 
unused rural areas, relocating peasants from depressed regions to newly- 
built agrotowns. Fascist state-supported genetics research in high-yield, 
pest resistant, hybrid grain varieties preceded similar developments in the 
Green Revolution – the Cold War-era massive transfer of advanced agro-
technologies from the United States to developing countries in the Global 
South to feed their swelling populations and avoid that widespread social 
conflict would have them deflect to the Soviet bloc (Helstosky 2004). The 
conquest of Ethiopia was meant to provide an extension and transplanta-
tion to the Empire of such biopolitical manipulation of plants, animals, and 
food.

Because of its promising landscapes, resources, and biodiversity, Ethiopia 
was expected to finally provide Italy with an overseas breadbasket to feed the 
expanding population of Italians that Mussolini envisioned as the key for the 
‘great proletarian nation’ to enter the group of the world’s great powers. 
Previous attempts at developing agricultural settlements in the older, and 
poorer, colonies of Eritrea, Libya, and Somalia had proven disappointing. 
Eritrea had been imagined as a prime location for the settlement of Italian 
farmers and production of food for the nation since its establishment as 
a colony in 1890: Senator Leopoldo Franchetti (1847–1917) envisioned trans-
planting the sharecropping system of Central Italy complete with entire 
families and communities of migrant farmers there. During his governorate 
(1897–1907), Ferdinando Martini (1840–1928) further pursued the dream of 
making Eritrea the ‘granary of Italy’, initiating the process of land confiscation 
and formation of state property. Martini encouraged the transfer to Eritrea of 
the knowledge, technologies, and trained personnel in tropical agriculture 
that research centers such as the Istituto Agricolo Coloniale Italiano (Italian 
Institute of Colonial Agriculture), founded in 1904 in Florence, had begun to 
develop at the turn of the century. However, by the mid-1930s these efforts 
had proven to be elusive, as Italian farmers were never provided with the 
conditions to operate successfully in the colony, and the impact of Eritrea’s 
colonization on Italian food security remained negligible (Taddia 1986; 
Caglioti 2022).

The colony of Libya, established in 1911, was not put to any significant 
agricultural use until its bloody ‘pacification’ in the early 1930s. In fact, the 
comprehensive project for settler colonialism known as the 20,000 Settlers’ 
Scheme (Piano dei Ventimila) – from the number of Italian farmers that should 
have annually migrated to Northern Africa – did not start until 1937. The plan, 
intended as the most important policy of the governorate (1934–1940) of 
Italo Balbo (1896–1940), was carried out in parallel to the colonization project 
of Ethiopia and was always meant to be complementary to it (Cresti 2011,  
1996).

JOURNAL OF MODERN ITALIAN STUDIES 3



Somalia, finally, provided inspiration for what could be accomplished in 
East Africa with another form of colonialism – the agroindustrial plantation 
system employing semi-forced local labour. Italian ventures in the Shebelle 
River Valley, such as Village Duke of Abruzzi and Jenale – the latter 
founded by fascist leader and Italian Somaliland governor (1923–1928) 
Cesare Maria De Vecchi (1884–1959) – had achieved some success in the 
production of tropical crops. But Mussolini saw plantation colonialism, 
which he identified as the British model of capitalist colonialism, at best 
as ancillary to his favourite colonial system: demographic colonization 
(colonialismo di popolamento). Therefore, little was made to encourage 
private capital to establish large plantations in Ethiopia (Labanca 2007; 
Pergher 2017).

All in all, Italian older colonies’ most important contribution to the coloni-
zation project for Ethiopia and the creation of the fascist ‘Empire of Food’ in 
East Africa was a history of failures and shortcomings which Italian settler 
colonialism needed to dramatically improve upon to succeed. However, the 
oldest and most established colony of Eritrea provided the indispensable 
logistical organization and the base from which Italian armies would leave to 
invade Ethiopia. The military and economic mobilization of Eritrea to attack 
Ethiopia included providing the bulk of the invading colonial troops. The 
Eritrean askaris, besides serving in combat, offered Italians their precious 
knowledge of Abyssinian terrain, populations, and available food resources 
(Volterra 2005).

The same technology Italian armies applied to the war of aggression and 
occupation of Ethiopia was employed to create the Empire of Food in East 
Africa. In propaganda movies, images and sounds of Italian tanks advancing 
in Ethiopian territory faded into those of tractors making their way onto 
Ethiopian agricultural lands (Ruth Ben-Ghiat 2015). The project of substituting 
Ethiopian aboriginal agriculture with an advanced food system reflected the 
modernity of fascist power of mass destruction. As Emperor Haile Selassie 
I testified in front of the League of Nations,

[during the Italo-Ethiopian War] the Italian command had special sprayers . . . 
[. . .] installed on board aircrafts so that they could vaporize, over vast areas of 
territory, a fine, death-dealing rain. 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 to more surely to poison 
waters and pastures, the Italian command made its aircraft pass over and over 
again. (Selassie 1936)

In January 1936, frustrated by the enemy’s resistance, Mussolini considered 
starting a ‘total biological war’ against Ethiopia; his son Vittorio Mussolini, 
who served as an aviator, enjoyed burning ‘villages and fields of sorghum’ to 
the ground from the sky (Del Boca 2011, 203, 205, 197).
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Italian food imperialism in East Africa illustrates the discourses and prac-
tices of gastrofascism – the political complex of food nativism, state- 
sanctioned food sovereignty, and demographic agrarian colonialism, which 
articulates racism, xenophobia, and exploitation in a language of love for 
national roots and traditions; rural landscapes, knowledges, and economies; 
workers, mothers, and children (Parasecoli 2022). This story also illuminates 
the dynamics of colonial food encounters for colonized people, their strate-
gies of resistance to colonization, and the available practices of food decolo-
nization. Ethiopians experienced Italian colonialism as a violent interruption 
of the relationship between their bodies, their lands, and their food. The 
process of decolonization had to include the armed repossession of the land 
as well as reclaiming precolonial and anticolonial agricultural and culinary 
practices, cultures, and spaces that the Italian colonial food system had 
obliterated (Fanon 2004). In Maaza Mengiste’s novel The Shadow King, the 
reclamation of ‘land’ and ‘bread’ from the bloody hands of the colonizer is the 
center of the narrative. The protagonists of the novel are Ethiopian women in 
arms, fighting against the Italian rapists of their land and bodies. Among 
them, the nameless figure of ‘the cook’ is the most daring, uncompromising, 
and wise. The cook finds her voice and talks back through the decolonized 
food she imaginatively and unrelentingly sources, prepares, and feeds to her 
comrades (Mengiste 2019).

In its first section, the article describes the fascist project of transforming 
Ethiopia into ‘Italy’s granary’, in order to feed an expanding population of 
Italians to form a new fascist nation and allow Italy join the world’s great 
powers. The plan, deployed as part of the last and most modern war of 
aggression in the European Scramble for Africa, included the transfer to 
Ethiopia of plant and animal breeding biotechnologies and the transplanta-
tion of Italian settlers to develop a massive ‘demographic colonization’; first in 
experimental model settlements, and then replacing Ethiopian bio-cultural 
diversity with Italian agriculture, husbandry, and civilization.

The second section of the article examines the modern road and highway 
infrastructure that Italians built in Ethiopia for the transportation of food and 
other colonial goods, intended to be the ‘backbone’ of an imperial system of 
food logistics, processing, and shipping aimed at feeding the projected 
millions of Italian settlers in East Africa, delivering fresh colonial food to the 
metropole, and supplying colonial crops to global markets. Faced with the 
vast and difficult geography of Ethiopia, the project dispersed 
a disproportionate amount of financial and human resources, paradoxically 
becoming the strongest competitor of the program of mass rural colonization 
it was supposed to serve. The transport system that Italians built in Ethiopia 
ended up primarily distributing to Italian settlers the tons of food that were 
imported from Italy as the projects of mass colonization of the East African 
Empire stuttered. Italian settlers – most of them living in cities and working in 
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construction, transportation, and trade rather than farming – enjoyed the 
unprecedented provisions of imported food as the most concrete sign of the 
social mobility their migration to Africa had rewarded them with. They made 
imported food the strategic element in their making of Italian Ethiopia, as can 
be observed in the rich biographies of the ‘lives’ of Italian foodstuffs in 
Ethiopia that the section outlines.

The final section of the article suggests that the Ethiopian Resistance, 
which continued terrorizing Italian settlements with guerrilla actions for the 
duration of the occupation, was aware of the critical importance of the 
colonial food system the invaders had implemented and made crushing 
Italian food security its principal objective. At the start of World War II, 
Ethiopian partisans joined forces with British colonial troops invading Italian 
East Africa from Kenya and Sudan to defeat the Italian occupation armies. 
Nothing like the demise of the system of food provision represented better 
both the failure of the fascist project of demographic colonization and the 
power of the anticolonial forces that that project had unleashed, as 
Ethiopians regained possession of their land and own food sovereignty.

Fascist bio-economies: mass colonization as transplantation of 
seeds, knowledges, and farmers

As one historian of Italian Ethiopia put it:

After the occupation of Addis Ababa, on May 5, 1936, the most pressing 
problem which Italian authorities had to face was food production. Ethiopia 
had excellent agricultural resources and was to meet its needs and those of the 
new Italian population. There [was] no doubt that Ethiopia’s greatest contribu-
tions to Italy’s requirements were in the field of agriculture and in providing 
land for Italian farmers. (Sbacchi 1977, 503)

The Ministry of Italian Africa and fascist leader Alessandro Lessona (1891– 
1991) identified the resources of interest for Italian colonialism in Ethiopia as 
‘Meat, milk, coffee, oil seeds, and grains. In the Empire, we will find these and 
other raw materials, or the opportunity to massively produce them’ (Lessona  
1937, 18).

Indeed, Italy invested an enormous amount of money and intellectual 
energies in the project of rural colonization of Ethiopia, before, during, and 
after the invasion. The Istituto Agronomico per l’Africa Italiana (Agricultural 
Institute for Italian Africa [A.I.I.A.]), as the former Istituto Agricolo Coloniale 
Italiano in Florence was called since 1938, produced an expansive taxonomy 
of potential imperial food provision, mobilized botanists, zootechnicians, and 
rural technologists around the study of tropical landscapes, and accelerated 
the transfer to Ethiopia of agro-technologies such as hybrid wheat seeds and 
selected livestock semen. Under the direction of the agronomist and veteran 
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technician of mass colonization in Libya Armando Maugini (1889–1975), the 
Institute trained colonial technical personnel, studied the environment and 
agriculture of Italian colonies in Africa, and promoted their ‘valorization’ (De 
Robertis 2019; Bigi 1977). In 1938, A.I.I.A. transported to Ethiopia:

. . . over three-hundred specimens of cereal seeds, including whole and durum 
wheat, corn, sorghum, barley, rice, oat, and rye; hundreds of specimens of 
beans, peas, chickpeas, fava beans; seeds and seedlings of sugary plants like 
sugar cane and red beets, greens, and fruits; oil plants like peanut, flax, soy, 
sesame, sunflower, etc. (Ministero degli Affari Esteri 1970, 369).

A.I.I.A.’s journal Agricoltura Coloniale was one in a plethora of publications 
disseminating knowledge about the Ethiopian environment, biodiversity, and 
human landscape, and how to extract foodstuffs from them. In the Istituto 
Fascista per l’Africa Italiana’s (Fascist Institute for Italian Africa) journal Africa 
Italiana, racist anthropologist Lidio Cipriani recognized the legitimate foun-
dation for Italian colonial exploitation in the racial inferiority of Ethiopians: 
‘Researches conducted for more than a decade prove that natural biological 
causes prevent all African peoples from developing an agriculture satisfying 
anything more than their basic necessities’ (Cipriani 1940, 21).

In settler colonialist plans, Ethiopians were considered an unnecessary 
presence on the landscape or a source of cheap manpower to be put to 
work on occasion (Larebo 1994). Refraining from dealing with the Abyssinian 
system of land tenure, Italian colonizers preferred to implement their agrarian 
innovations on confiscated imperial land to the exclusion of Ethiopian-owned 
plots, assuring that advanced technologies remained in their hands. ‘There 
was a large tract of land that was the property of Empress Manan, with large 
grazing lands all around the valley’, recalled an Oromo farmer.

Italians used tractors to change the whole forest area into farmlands. They used 
to sow seeds with machines. They did use fertilizer, but they never gave it to the 
local people. The fertilizer was extremely effective; even marshy areas were 
changed into agricultural lands. They had machines designed for the purpose of 
drainage and irrigation. There was a special Italian wheat that gave a good yield. 
They brought fallow and virgin lands into cultivation. (McCann 1995, 211)

The Italian geopolitical imagination about the new colony in the Horn of 
Africa was ambivalent. The masculine fantasy of the frontier, where barbarism 
and wilderness reigned, and the promise of sexual conquest lingered, had to 
be balanced with the fantasy of Ethiopia as another region of Italy, which 
encouraged the use of references to Italian landscapes to describe Ethiopia 
and its farmlands. Such geographical and botanical imaginary aimed to lure 
Italian farmers into populating the Empire with the promise of finding familiar 
environments and crops (Sbacchi 1977, 34). In his travel account of the early 
developments of Italian Empire in Ethiopia, journalist Ciro Poggiali (1892– 
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1955) described a settlement that had been one of Selassie’s estates by 
evoking the landscape of Umbria:

The Negus’ villa has become a magnificent farm that from the top of the hill 
dominates an immense checkerboard of fields, where wheat, sorghum, millet, 
chickpeas, fava beans, and peas grow marvelously. The colony extends on to 
Addis Aläm, which stands on top of a hill like there are many between Perugia 
and Assisi. (Poggiali 1938, 193)

Such narratives hinted in turn at the scientific discourse that merged botany 
and medicine, creating a parallel between the adaptation of vegetable spe-
cies to the ‘transplant’ of human organisms to new environments – notably 
white men’s bodies in the tropical regions they were set to colonize (Bonelli  
2019).

Mussolini disparaged British-style plantation and trade colonialisms as 
generating wealth only for a few capitalists. For him, mass settler colonialism 
was supposed to result in the ‘total valorization’ of the East African Empire 
under the direction of the State. Following Mussolini’s vision, Lessona’s 
Ministry of Italian Africa envisioned three types of settlements: demographic 
settlements of Enti Regionali di Colonizzazione (Provincial Colonization 
Agencies) under the control of the Fascist Party; settlements of the Opera 
Nazionale Combattenti (National Veteran Association), assigning small plots to 
demobilized soldiers turned into paramilitary settlers; and capitalist agro- 
industrial farms, which were granted operating concessions from the state 
and expected to utilize local labour (Fossa 1938).

The settlements of Enti Regionali represented the most genuine realization 
of Mussolini’s demographic colonization in Ethiopia. Lessona, with the sup-
port of Maugini’s A.I.I.A., crafted the original plan: transfer entire communities 
of farmers from given areas of Italy to comparable rural environs in Ethiopia, 
sustain the settlements with state capital, and help the settlers progress into 
landownership. The notion of transplantation dominated, imagining that 
certain racial types of Italians would acclimatize best and transport to 
Ethiopia their farming ways. Apulia, Romagna, Veneto, and Sicily offered 
a wide availability of jobless peasants and a local Fascist Party trusted to 
cherry-pick colonists who ‘owned moral virtues such as thriftiness, temper-
ance, spirit of sacrifice, and preferably a family ready to migrate together’ 
(Podestà 2002, 141).

Enti Regionali were assigned acreage in what were supposed to be prime 
farmlands. Ente Romagna d’Etiopia received lands in Woggerat (Amhara 
Governorate) that were supposed to resemble closely Romagna in Italy, as 
visiting writers never failed to witness (Lusignani 1938). ‘Here we are in 
Romagna’, reported Curzio Malaparte (1898–1957) to the readers of Corriere 
della Sera upon visiting the settlement of Romagna d’Etiopia.
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I look around and the land, the plants, the hills seem all familiar. What are 
those two gigantic papal mitres there in the distance? Beehives laden with 
honey and wax? No, they are haystacks with that wide shape that distin-
guishes those in Romagna from the ones in Tuscany. [. . .] . . . On this main road 
to Gondar, protected by and lined with dusty hedges of hawthorn (exactly like 
those one sees around Forlì, Cesena, Bagnacavallo, Ravenna), a cart comes 
through our way. ‘Albana [a white Italian wine grape grown in the Emilia- 
Romagna region] has arrived!’ yells the carter. ‘Albana has arrived! We have 
been waiting for it for ten days,’ says another man. ‘And now, finally, it’s here! 
Do you like Albana? It’s a great wine! We have everything here in Dabat, you 
know? We have Lambrusco, Sangiovese’. [. . .] . . . I look at their faces, and 
I recognize them immediately. They are faces from Romagna. [. . .] . . . They 
may be one hundred. I see some of them returning from the fields, from work, 
with a hoe on their shoulder, some others busy around pigpens, stables, 
chicken coops. [. . .] . . . Some look into a big kitchen, the hands on their 
hips, listening to the rattling sound of pots and pans. A fragrant smoke rises 
from the fires burning in large stoves, and confidence, healthiness, and 
abundance transpire all around. ‘It’s dinner time!’ Everyone walks in the shacks 
where the long tables are, and sits on the benches, in front of plates full of 
tagliatelle. (Malaparte 2006, 89–90, 92)1

Chercher highlands in the Harar Governorate were selected to host the 
settlement of Ente Puglia because of the climate, a sparse and mostly 
pacified local population (which would make expropriations easier), access 
to the Addis Ababa-Harar road and the Addis Ababa-Djibouti railroad, and 
the presence of various cultivations – ‘wheat, barley, oats, maize, teff, 
durra, chickpeas, beans, peas, lentils, peppers, onions, garlic, and toma-
toes, as well as coffee and bananas’ – which suggested the fertility of the 
location. The settlement was renamed Bari of Ethiopia after Apulia’s prin-
cipal city. A group of 105 settlers left the port of Brindisi on 
17 January 1938 amid a crowd waving Italian flags and imperial anthems 
blaring from speakers. Ente Puglia had been able to obtain some 1,700 
acres of cultivable land and fifteen tractors. The first settlers built a few 
small farmhouses using local stones and lime. On February 10, 1939, 
fourteen women and seventy-five children arrived in Bari of Ethiopia to 
join their husbands and fathers (Pankhurst 1970). The Inspector of the 
Fascist Party to East Africa, Davide Fossa (1902–1976), utilized the geoe-
motional rhetoric assimilating Ethiopian and Italian landscapes, reporting 
that in Chercher:

. . . it feels like living on the Murge [the highlands of Apulia]. In these gorgeous 
fields of life and human labor, Italian colonization is in full swing. The tractor, 
which arrived here with the first pioneers, breaks up the soil and becomes alive, 
as if an ineffable force propels it. The shining and powerful machine cuts the 
earth, folds it, turns it.

The spectacle of modernity was as much a display of power as an edifying tale 
for Ethiopians:
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In the eyes of the natives that follow the tractor in the furrow drawn on the 
plain, the traditional individualism of the hand that plowed the land gives way 
to the harmony of the engine that encompasses all forces. All around, it’s 
silence. (Fossa 1938, 494, 492)

Reality, though, was not rosy as fascist propaganda claimed it to be. The 
total acres sown in Chercher went down from 1,700 in 1938 to 1,200 in 
1939 to 640 in 1940. Settlers managed to grow only two ‘minor’ cereals 
such as durra and maize (2,500 and 700 quintals), complemented by 
smaller quantities of wheat, barley, teff, and potatoes. There was barely 
a trace of the production that high-yield wheat varieties, chemical fertili-
zers, and mechanization had promised. Forty-two of the original settlers 
were repatriated in the first two years for various misdemeanors or their 
‘ineptitude’. In a letter to Italy that censorship intercepted, one of the 
farmers lamented:

I have moved my family to Bari of Ethiopia for fifteen months now and still 
not a single agricultural tool nor the cattle, mules, cows they promised they 
would give to us have been provided. To give some milk to our children we 
have to buy canned condensed milk at the local store. On a farm, this is the 
ultimate shame. The colonial houses are a disaster; it rains inside, and 
everyone suffer from rheumatic diseases. We are treated like slaves in the 
very place where our beloved Duce ended slavery [Ethiopia]. (Ertola 2014, 
75–76)

Raw numbers testify to the failure of mass colonization in Bari of Ethiopia: by 
1940, as few as ninety-two Italians lived in the settlement (Sbacchi 1985).

Why, notwithstanding the massive deployment of applied scientific 
research and state investments, did the fascist plans for settler colonialism 
fall short not only of providing any relevant food exports to the motherland 
but even to feed Italian settlers in Ethiopia?

The first reason was that the fascist biopolitical plan was too ambitious to 
fulfill. For all the propaganda to the contrary, environmental conditions were 
difficult for European farmers in a diverse tropical country like Ethiopia. The 
transfer of rural technologies was considerable – in 1941, nineteen agricul-
tural experimentation offices, twenty nurseries, two zootechnical stations, 
and twenty-two livestock insemination stations had been established across 
Italian East Africa – but they were not up to the challenge of transforming 
Ethiopian soil into farmlands for Italians’ favourite crops. Italian farmers’ last 
wheat harvest in Ethiopia in 1940 was the most disastrous: an invasion of 
grasshoppers and the infection of cereal rusts caused by the fungus puccinia 
graminis destroyed much of it. The transplantation of the hybrid wheats that 
were the pride of Italian applied genetics, Mentana and Quaderna, produced 
a disappointing output. Mechanization, also, was implemented in too limited 
a manner for the magnitude of the task. By 1940 there were less than 400 
tractors in all of Ethiopia (Del Boca 2014, 210).
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The second factor was poor colonization policy. Italians were ill-informed 
about Ethiopia’s societal organization and unprepared to enter in 
a cooperative relationship with rural Ethiopians. They found securing avail-
able land and native labour difficult. Abyssinian farmers lacked any incentive 
to provide their labour to the realization of the imperialists’ crop economy, as 
they equated working the land for others to slavery. Many of them had little 
use for wage money, especially when that came in Italian lire, a paper 
currency they did not trust (Pankhurst 1972). Overall, Italian colonization 
policy was fragmentary and contradictory, with different plans and models 
supported by different state agencies.

Thirdly, the imperialist war of aggression and the racist, exploitative, and 
repressive approach to native relations fostered Ethiopian armed resistance, 
which made life in remote settlements uninviting. Italians generally managed 
to control towns and the main roads by patrolling settlements and convoys, 
but just a few miles from these relatively safe havens they were under threat 
from Ethiopian guerrillas. Farmhouses had to be ‘built close together in 
military strategic positions, with surrounding walls and defensive works’ 
(Sbacchi 1985, 97). Fear and uncertainty dominated the experience of every-
day life for Italian settlers.

Most depressing for Italian peasants settling in Ethiopia were the hardships 
required to upgrade to landownership. As an old colonial officer explained:

These people come from Italy prepared to work hard, but they also look forward 
to making some money quickly, and with the system we are adopting there is 
no quick money to make here. The settler gets fifty or sixty acres of land to 
plough and the essential tools. In exchange, he [sic] enters into an obligation to 
grow certain crops like wheat, corn, and teff, and pay an annual fee in kind to 
the Ente or the concession-holder. After twenty-five years, if all installments are 
paid, the small farmhouse and the land will become the settler’s property. The 
latter, who came to Africa because he was starving, who was disoriented in 
a foreign environment, lacking the skills to cultivate the land profitably and deal 
with natives, realizes that he faces years and years of scarcity; the land is hard to 
plow, perhaps it has never been plowed. Meanwhile, he sees other Italians 
getting rich with a small business of any kind, with little effort. He is unhappy, 
demoralized, and at the first opportunity he leaves. (Pierotti 1959, 36)

Prospects were also gloomy for younger settlers who wanted to start a family 
on their colonial farm because at any time during the occupation of Ethiopia 
Italian women were never more than ten per cent of the Italian population.2

Finally, the most serious mistake colonial planners made was to start 
mass settlement before the completion of an effective infrastructure of 
food logistics. The latter was the prerequisite of the former; yet, because 
of critical bad timing inspired by fascist political ideology and propa-
ganda, road and public works construction ended up killing Italian rural 
colonization in the cradle even before World War II terminated Mussolini’s 
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‘place in the sun’. The fascist plan for demographic colonization all over 
Ethiopia required a mobility system transporting migrants to their settle-
ments and crops to the ports on the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden. Paving 
the way to Italian cars and trucks was strategic to circumvent the critical 
problem that the only viable railroad that gave Ethiopian exports access 
to the sea, the Addis Ababa-Djibouti railroad, ended in French territory, 
and goods were subjected to French customs: ‘tariffs so high’, Poggiali 
lamented:

. . . that the transport of a load of wheat or coffee from Addis Ababa to the sea 
cost between twenty and thirty times more than what the same transport cost 
from the American places of production to the seaports of Santos, Buenos Aires, 
and New Orleans. (1938, 162, 173)

But the construction of roads, bridges, and overpasses across Ethiopia 
involved hundreds of building and logistics firms, dozens of civil engineers, 
and thousands of workers. While Italian highways did realize an unprece-
dented unification of Ethiopia, they diverted a large share of financial and 
labour resources from agriculture.

The impressive program of road infrastructure stimulated truck transport 
micro-business (at the expense of off-road vehicles that were vital in rural 
development) as well as thriving workers’ salaries (Guardia di Finanza 2005). 
Migrant construction workers in Ethiopia typically measured their satisfaction 
with the job opportunity that imperial mobility had landed to them in terms 
of food security:

The first time I went to Africa, they sent us to work on the Massawa-Asmara 
road. It was so hot that we just couldn’t stand it. Yet we ate so well; rice, cheese, 
pasta, and fruits of many kinds that they brought us down from the highland. At 
noon, we would cook eggs by placing them on the sand under the sun. (Taddia  
1988, 124–125)

The truck drivers carrying food to Italian settlements were also paid wages 
that were many times higher than they would have received in Italy. A source 
for the fascist secret police worried about truck drivers’ changing lifestyle as 
potentially revolutionary: ‘We have seen truckers that in the Fatherland would 
drink a glass of wine costing forty cents, drinking champagne for a hundred 
lire a bottle here’ (Ertola 2014, 205). The most attractive occupation Italians 
had to offer Ethiopian men was to enlist in the colonial troops, which fit their 
social ideals of masculinity, but the high need for labour in construction gave 
native working an edge in obtaining lucrative contracts in the trade (Podestà  
2002,142). In short, the better wages and labour conditions that the building 
of the road infrastructure provided Italian and Ethiopian workers crippled 
exactly what it was supposed to serve – white colonist settlement, the 
formation of a native wage labour force, rural development, and international 
export crop trade.
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Mussolini’s highways, however, proved to be indispensable for moving 
food imported from Italy to feed the Italian occupation army and settler 
market, entering Ethiopia from Port Said, the Suez Canal, the Red Sea, 
Massawa, and Eritrea.

Fascist food sovereignty: the mobile lives of Italian foodstuffs in 
Ethiopia

Food imported from Italy was a social mobility signifier for Italians in Ethiopia. 
Canned, packaged, and bottled Italian food constituted in fact a novelty for 
the many colonial migrants of rural origin, which had rarely had access to 
industrial processed food before. Through mobile packaged food, settlers 
created much of their sense of ‘home’ in Africa, while denying Ethiopian 
modernity and asserting Ethiopians’ racial inferiority. Diverging from original 
plans, imported food was the most important article in the transnational food 
system that Italians established; enormous amounts of it were mobilized via 
oceans, roads, and railroads as part of the fascist project of making Ethiopia 
a consistent part of Greater Italy and feeding Italians there with food they 
could call their own.

That came at a high cost. After 1935, Italian ships to Italian East Africa 
represented a full twenty per cent of the total tonnage passing through the 
Suez Canal, paying Great Britain twenty-five per cent of the canal’s total 
revenues. The deficient development of farming in Ethiopia reflected in the 
unbalanced trade between Italy and Italian East Africa. The value of Italian 
East African exports to Italy, mostly bananas and pineapples from Somalia (in 
1938 they accounted for fifty per cent of the total exports), grew from 
61 million lire in 1934 to 246 in 1937 to go down again to 137 in 1938, or 
a meager 1.5 per cent of total Italian imports. The most notable case of this 
fiasco was coffee, Ethiopia’s most valuable export crop, which declined to 
levels much inferior to what they had been under Selassie’s administration 
(Massi 1940, 437). At the same time, exports from Italy to Italian East Africa 
rose from 71 million lire in 1934 to more than 2,100 million in 1937 – more 
than twenty per cent of total Italian exports. Most of these exports were food: 
wheat flour and semolina, pasta, salt, sugar, cheese, cured meats, canned 
vegetables and meat, olive oil, wine, spirits, and mineral water (Pankhurst  
1971). Topping the list were those grain products that Fascism had declared 
the staples of the new Italian nation, and Italians regarded as the foundations 
of their diet. In 1937, Italian East Africa imported 127,003 US tons of bread 
flour and semolina and 14,122 US tons of pasta from Italy (Sciubba 1940; 
Sbacchi 1985).

A disproportionate number of Ethiopia’s Italians lived not on farms but in 
cities, most of them in Addis Ababa. Therefore, one of the most important 
functions of the Ethiopian road system was to supply them with the imported 
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processed food they could now afford with the higher wages that imperial 
jobs provided, that they preferred and deemed safe. Fascist politics of taste 
and consent guided the implementation of an imperial system of food 
distribution focused not only on the quantity, but on the cultural appropri-
ateness of the food provisioned to Italian settlers. The Ispettorato Fascista 
della Produzione e del Lavoro per l’Africa Orientale Italiana (Fascist Authority for 
Production and Labour in Italian East Africa) commanded that Italian workers 
in Ethiopia were provided with a full 6,500 calories a day, broken down into 
two pounds of bread, 10 ounces each of rice and pasta, nine ounces of meat, 
seven ounces of potatoes, 3.5 ounces of beans, 1.75 ounces of Parmesan 
cheese, 1.75 ounces of olive oil, 1.75 ounces of sugar, 0.8 ounces of coffee, 
and half a quart of wine (“Il lavoro e l’assistenza sociale” 1940, 1067).

The Authority considered wine less as a working-class vice consumed for 
the purpose of intoxication and reducing labour efficiency than an important 
provider of calories, a medium of conviviality, and a pleasure that met work-
ers’ style of commensality:

Our workers are used to drinking wine on a daily basis, and here [in Ethiopia], 
because of the heat and the harder work they perform, they need it even more. 
Daily rations should include wine because it has been proven that, while it 
represents a toxic substance for those conducting a sedentary life, for manual 
workers it is a complete food, generating energy and strength for the body. (“Il 
lavoro e l’assistenza sociale” 1940, 1067)

Among Italians in Ethiopia the consumption of wine was so taken for granted 
that the occasional lack of it elicited protests: ‘One Easter we had just 
a spoonful of wine to drink’, complained a Venetian soldier (Colombara  
2019). As a result, wine ended up being one of the most widely imported 
products, producing inebriated settlers and soldiers. An Italian colonial 
administration officer reported that:

The flask of Chianti is on every table, red, white, ice-cold. Wine never stops 
flowing, and natives learned to love it too. Our winemaking industry will easily 
find a very large market in the Empire, even if wine, at these temperatures, 
hazes the brains already dazed by the heat. (Pierotti 1959, 17)

The large consumption of alcohol among Italian regular and colonial troops 
was one of the factors that fueled the atrocities, mass rapes and indiscriminate 
massacres, they committed during and after the Italo–Ethiopian War (Campbell  
2017, 132, 157, 199). The colonial mobilities of wine show how, differently from 
the ideals of sobriety the fascist regime promoted at home, the imperial food 
system in Ethiopia was designed to accommodate Italian migrant tastes and 
sustain their working and murdering bodies and not to reshape them.

In his study of the remnants of Italian military sites in Ethiopia, archeologist 
Alfredo González-Ruibal was amazed at the quantity of bottles and tin cans 
he found even in the smallest and remotest garrisons:
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Enormous logistical effort had to be made to bring supplies to this isolated 
outpost. The Eritrean ports were situated well over a thousand miles away and 
were only communicated by roads, most of them dirt tracks. What surprises 
most is the logistical effort’s pointlessness from a practical point of view. Only 
a handful of Italians lived in Gubba and Afodo. The colonial presence was 
overwhelmingly represented by Ethiopian and Eritrean [colonial soldiers]. 
They would have been happy to keep on with their customary eating and 
drinking habits. Yet they were provided with European foods and drinks at an 
enormous cost. (Gonzáles-Ruibal 2010, 566)

González-Ruibal concluded that the only possible rationale behind Italians’ 
apparently misguided investment in food mobility was to ‘civilize’ the natives: 
having Ethiopians eating the food of the masters, cooked and served in the 
lilywhite European plates and cups he also recovered in quantity, was a way 
for Italians to display the racial and technological superiority of their food-
ways and taste, from the advanced system of provision that reached out to 
the Ethiopian highlands to the modern norms of hygiene and table manners. 
But the degree of effort put into the construction of a supply chain that 
delivered Italian canned food and wine to Italian soldiers on the imperial 
frontier also had reflexive reasons. Achieving food sovereignty for the Italian 
nation at home and in the Empire was what fascist imperialism was all about. 
It was the central purpose and ideological justification of the entire demo-
graphic imperial project, and only delivering on that – even, or so much more 
so, on the outposts of the Empire – could bind Italian citizen-eaters, with their 
bodies and minds, to the project.

Among the most extensively imported Italian goods was bottled mineral 
water. An amazing supply of it passed through Massawa and Asmara to be 
distributed even in the remotest parts of Ethiopia: ‘crate after crate of wine 
flasks, liquors, and bottled mineral water seemed to be the goods that Italian 
Ethiopia desired most ardently’, Poggiali noted, describing the arrival of 
Italian foods from the Red Sea as an imperial cargo spectacle (1938, 163). 
A rarity in Italy, consumed on occasion by the sick, babies, and elderly people 
in middle-class urban families, more as a special diet than as an everyday 
drink, in Ethiopia bottled mineral water became almost an Italian settler’s 
necessity; a modern and portable protective antidote to the perils of African 
food. Even working men bent on saving as much as they could from their 
African migration experience delighted in drinking the mobile mineral water 
as a thoughtful consumer sacrifice:

A bottle of mineral water could cost up to two lire, but as I had intestinal pains, 
sometimes I needed to eat out at a restaurant if I wanted to have something 
decent. For a soup or pasta dish and a bottle of mineral water I could spend up 
to six lire. (Taddia 1988, 82)

For the duration of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia, bottled mineral water 
remained a protective drink from the maladies of Africa, like gastroenteritis, 
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a high-status product that the colonial experience had turned into an acces-
sible necessity, and a sign of the modern advance of Italian food in the 
Empire. With its portable liquid living contents originating from a spring 
somewhere in Italy, mineral water was also one of the most characteristic 
forms of nostalgic consumption for Italians in East Africa, sharing this quality 
with canned food in general.

More than anything else, canned foods suggested the global dimensions 
of the circulatory food mobilities that crisscrossed Ethiopia at the time of 
Italian occupation. Tin cans from Italy and elsewhere entered East Africa 
through Massawa, Djibouti, or Mogadishu and traveled the Ethiopian heart-
land by truck or train. A young colonial administration officer from Rome 
deployed to a remote settlement in southwestern Ethiopia wrote to his 
father, ‘I have never felt better in my whole life: I managed to buy, paying 
its weight in gold, a whole box of Swiss sterilized milk; thirty half-a-quart cans, 
exquisite!’ (Ambrosio 1942, 75). In Italy, mass industrial production of canned 
vegetables started in the 1860s with Francesco Cirio (1836–1900) and his 
‘method’ of preservation and brand of the same name. As late as the 1930s, 
though, canned food remained expensive, a modern commodity enjoyed by 
the urban middle class but foreign to lower-class consumers, which saw it as 
suspect and disliked its taste (Capatti and Montanari 2001). Rural women, 
although encouraged to preserve food at home as their patriotic contribution 
to the national mission for food self-sufficiency, had little use for industrial 
brand canned food despite its much-advertised convenience and time-saving 
properties. Working-class women in cities continued to buy all their groceries 
and produce in bulk at open markets and grocery shops (Wilson 1993). It was 
only in 1929 that Colonel Ettore Chiarizia (1871–1938) patented canned meals 
of beef, minestrone soup, and pasta and chickpeas for the Italian army. 
Although the taste of chiarizia was disputable at best, the ration was ready 
to warm up and eat, and the cans were lighter and easier to open, making 
them fit for highly mobile, armed forces such as the motorized and airborne 
Italian troops that invaded Ethiopia in 1935. It was in the process of settle-
ment to Ethiopia that the modern Italian consumer of canned foods was born: 
‘We, soldiers and civilians, eat [canned beef] every day, because in a country 
that we found absolutely deprived of any vegetables that met our taste 
(hence the fantastic magnitude of our imports of canned vegetables) it has 
turned out to be the most nutritious and inexpensive food’, witnessed 
Poggiali (1938, 215). Italian soldiers and settlers to Ethiopia became familiar 
with, and actually learned to crave, imported canned food within 
a transnational politics of taste, race, and food sovereignty extending from 
the motherland to the colonies.

The quintessential impersonal commodity the food industry delivers in 
innumerable identical exemplars, canned food in Ethiopia reverted to the 
status of a good with use value, exchange value, and emotional value. It could 
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be bartered or exchanged as a gift, thus reflecting the giver and the receiver’s 
subjectivities. More than fifty years after the events, an Italian soldier remem-
bered a particular can of soup as the catalyzer of a web of relationships across 
space and time: ‘I had a friend, he was a truck driver, and while our battalion 
was marching, he drove by and saw our platoon [named after the place in 
Italy where they both came from]’:

That’s the Intra Batallion, there must be Bolongaro among them, he got drafted 
with me, he’s my age. Somebody heard that someone was looking for me, we 
found each other, we hugged. He gave me a can of chiarizia, the canned soup of 
the military. So, I had this can in my backpack, always, I carried it with me for 
miles, everywhere. I thought: ‘This, this can, I’m going to eat it when I’m really 
starving, and I can’t stand it no more.’ One day I was indeed starving, I was with 
four or five friends, I said: ‘Come on, let’s open it.’ It was a half-a-pound can, we 
mixed it with water in the mess tin, we heated it and added the biscuit. The 
biscuit swelled as it soaked inside the soup, and we had our meal together, 
happily. (Colombara 2019)

The wide distribution and capacity of imported canned foods to articulate 
colonial identities embedded them in the subjectivities of both Italians and 
Ethiopians. The circulating tin can object became a vital element of the 
material culture that the Empire of Food produced even when it had been 
emptied of its nutritious contents. Tin cans were so sturdy and light, standard- 
sized and easy to stock and transport, often beautified by gorgeous images 
and logos, from smiling young peasant women and landscapes to coats of 
arms and flowers, that by their second or third lives became widely used as 
construction material, containers, and decoration. ‘In the early times all our 
furniture consisted of two chairs, a folding table, and two small beds sup-
ported by tomato cans in place of their legs’, recalled a colonial civil officer 
who had settled in Gondar with his wife (Masotti 1981, 72). Italians sometimes 
claimed that they traded empty tin cans with the populations of southwes-
tern Ethiopia where contacts with Europeans had been minimal. Even the 
memory of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia sometimes survived in empty 
tin cans of cookies, chocolate powder, or tomatoes containing photographs, 
letters, memories. But the use of the empty food can that stuck most pro-
foundly in Ethiopian memory was an exercise in colonial power causing deep 
emotional and psychological distress. Many Ethiopians who were young men 
at the time remembered being left outside the bars and restaurants they 
weren’t allowed to patronize and being served their drink or food in rusty 
food cans, instead of the cups, glasses, and plates reserved for Italians: ‘Even if 
at work we rubbed elbows with Italians, we weren’t allowed into public 
spaces like bars or restaurants. They served us from a little window on the 
side, in a tomato can’, Dicodimos Tesfamikel remembered (Volterra 2005, 
143). It was a routine dehumanizing practice of consumption aimed at creat-
ing and instructing sharp racial borders: when emptied of its original food 
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contents, the food can object became a tool for Italians to perform diverse 
colonial activities, including relegating Ethiopians to the realm of the sub- 
human, the non-human, the animal.3 An army photographer immortalized 
some Italian soldiers in the act of extracting the severed head of Abyssinian 
degiac Hailù Chebbedè from a Lazzaroni cookie metal box. In the photo-
graphs, the Italian soldier holding the cookie can is smiling while showing the 
detached head to two officers; the officers examine the head in the box with 
a serious expression (Mignemi 2003, ill. inset, photographs 13–17; Forgacs  
2016, 120–122). The contrast between the memory of delicious cookies made 
by a fancy brand like Lazzaroni, redolent of family holiday dinners, and the 
celebration of the mutilation of the body of a feared enemy cannot be any 
more violent. But the imperial life of canned food accommodated such 
contradictions. Lazzaroni in Italian means ‘petty street criminals’, or ‘evil 
people’, its etymology deriving from the Spanish word for ‘lepers’ that foreign 
rulers of Naples disparagingly called all plebeians of the city in the seven-
teenth century. In Ethiopia, the imperialist hegemony of violence endorsed 
‘bad guys’ to act out their cruel self and butcher the natives.

Along with bottled drinks and canned foods, wheat bread and pasta were 
most representative of the supermodern mobilization of food that the 
attempted mass colonization of Italian East Africa invited. With the Battle 
for Grain, fascism had elevated wheat bread and pasta to the rank of key 
symbols of Italianità, representing the Mediterranean landscape, agrarian 
tradition, and imperial aspirations. However, at home, these two foods were 
more idealized than actually consumed. Peasants had to resort regularly to 
black bread made with whatever coarse flour was available – or, in Northern 
Italy, cornmeal polenta – not to go hungry. Durum wheat pasta, which 
requires an industrial process to manufacture, was on sale in markets, 
which made it unattainable for most rural Italians. The chance to eat white 
bread and pasta every day was one of the most convincing promises that 
Ethiopia – which fascist science described as the world’s ancestral cradle of 
grain cultivation – had to offer to prospective migrant settlers. This consumer 
dream was made true the moment settlers boarded their ship to Africa, when 
the patriotic idea of Italy as a nation seemed finally to make sense to them:

The trip was very nice. And there were those white bread rolls that were so 
good. I can’t help but remember that bread after so many years. On the ship, 
they would make those white bread rolls. Then, there was always pasta, which 
wouldn’t make you seasick and throw up. At night we could take a last glimpse 
of the seafront of Catania. Ciao Italia. And then we arrived at Suez. (Colombara  
2019)

Testimony that the regime saw these essential ‘Mediterranean foods’ as 
a necessity for the imperial food system in-the-making, large imports and 
long-distance motor transportation of wheat flour and pasta continued 
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unabashed for the duration of the Italian occupation of Ethiopia. The failure of 
demographic colonization to supply the grains the settler market required 
and the going underground of pre-existing Ethiopian agriculture (which 
anyway had always privileged teff, durra, and barley over wheat) made 
imports indispensable.

Spaghetti and macaroni, in particular, seemed just the perfect product for 
the purpose of feeding settlers even in the remotest corners of Ethiopia. Pasta 
was transportable, durable, almost indestructible, and ready to transform, by 
adding water – which cost nothing and was made safe by the boiling 
process – into a nutritious food that most Italians loved regardless of regional 
origin and was versatile and good served with sauce made of pretty much 
everything according to taste and availability of ingredients. When Italian 
aggression toward Ethiopia began, Tommaso Marinetti (1876–1944) had just 
published his culinary manifesto The Futurist Cookbook (1932), which attacked 
pasta as the ‘pacifist food’ that quenched energetic, dynamic, belligerent 
masculinity in Italians: the gendered virtues essential to the violent conquest 
of the Empire (Helstosky 2003). Colonial officer Francesco Pierotti echoed 
Marinetti’s preoccupation in his observation of the anthropology that the 
massive consumption of pasta had created among the Italians of Ethiopia:

The sun makes streams of sweat run beneath the shirts of the settlers, who, 
oblivious of the Ethiopian climate, every day burden their stomachs with heavy 
pastas; woe betide if they don’t have their pasta, they would die without pasta. 
Perhaps, many of our troubles stem exactly from their pastas, that is, from 
wrong food habits. Sweat drips from craniums covered by cork helmets down 
on foreheads, down on ungroomed beards; it broadens in grayish stains under 
the armpits, releases nasty acidic smells. (1959, 17)

Informed by middle-class disdain for working-class lifestyle and body main-
tenance, Pierotti’s multisensorial perception of Italian Ethiopia reflected the 
central space that pasta occupied in the Italian settler’s diet and everyday life. 
Recollections after recollections confirm that in Ethiopia pasta was working- 
class Italians’ comfort food of choice; as the most Italian (and non-Ethiopian) 
food of all, its regular consumption away from their diasporic home was one 
of their most significant Ethiopian conquests.

Ethiopian resistance, war, and the demise of the empire of food

Food was in motion everywhere across Italian Ethiopia. In Addis Ababa:

Caravans of trucks come through bumping on the road, wreaking havoc to the 
scared herds of cows. The columns of colonial troops snake around so as not to 
step on cultivated plots, picturesque processions of people, of animals, of 
things, of mules that disappear under the heterogeneous loads of weapons, 
ammunitions, bunches of chickens, pans, and pots, and their following of 
bleating goats, and jars of beer, mead, and tea. (Poggiali 1938, 198).
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Food on the move could be felt in the senses, with its look, sound, smell, and 
taste of sweat, of dirt, of diesel: ‘The trucks loaded with baking flour came 
down from Asmara and along the way the Abyssinians would attack them’, 
a soldier remembered. ‘Then, when they stopped to fill up, some of the gas 
would overflow and soaked the flour. When you ate that bread, you would 
taste the flavor of gas [laughs]’ (Colombara 2019).

The Ethiopian armed resistance easily noticed the great prize Italians put 
on the maintenance of a colonial food system that they saw as a vital instru-
ment for making Ethiopia Italian, and shattering it became one of the 
Ethiopian guerrilla’s priorities (Zewde 2002, 165, 171). Italians in the first 
place linked their military might, ability to patrol the land, and capacity to 
repress the ‘rebels” warfare operations to the strength of their food stockpiles 
and supply lines – especially as regards to wheat. In April 1937, the colonial 
government, wary about a possible siege of Addis Ababa, alarmingly realized 
that the city had supplies of pasta for 36 days only. Anticipating partisan 
attacks, special efforts were made to increase pasta stockpiles to last for 175 
days. Military camps and schools were ordered to grow their own food in 
emergency gardens (Sbacchi 1985, 100–102). Pressed by the prospect of 
military vulnerability caused by scarce provisions, Italians finally began to 
look at Ethiopian agriculture to increase their food security. The colonial 
administration encouraged the stipulation of share-cropping contracts 
between Italian and Ethiopian farmers and created administrative units in 
charge of ‘native agriculture’, which were supposed to promote the produc-
tion of wheat in Ethiopian farms with supplies of seeds and tools, or acquire 
wheat from Ethiopians. But in many instances Italians’ racism, land-grabbing 
practices, and forced requisitions hindered any long-term collaboration, only 
producing more passive resistance and more support for antiimperialist 
fighters. The theft of grains, cattle, and food by Fascists was so widespread 
to become a topos in Ethiopian postwar literature (Pankhurst 1993).

According to the historian of Addis Ababa’s urban food system Tekalign 
Wolde-Mariam, Ethiopian ‘patriots were well aware of the connection 
between wheat production and Italian military security’. Interviews that 
Wolde-Mariam conducted in 1990 suggest that Ethiopian partisans mobilized 
Abyssinian farmers against collaborating with the Italian wheat campaign by 
convincing them that the improved wheat varieties Italians supplied them 
with ‘would bring about impotence in men and sterility in women’. Given the 
history of massive use of biological warfare weapons on the part of the 
Italians, as well as their strategy of biological imperialism aimed at replacing 
local agriculture with genetically-developed European crops, the story was 
actually plausible. Wolde-Mariam’s sources argued that the Ethiopian parti-
sans’ propaganda succeeded in preventing the expansion of wheat cropping 
in the areas to the south and west of Addis Ababa (Wolde-MariamTekalign  
1995, 229). Many anecdotal references testify to the fact that in their guerrilla 
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actions Ethiopian patriots purportedly aimed at making food transportation 
difficult for Italians. An Italian truck driver recollected his experience as 
a transporter of the food of the Empire as one of constant awe and terror. 
To prove his point, he alluded to the Gondrand massacre, a famous episode in 
anti-Italian Ethiopian warfare in which partisans assaulted a logistics company 
camp, killed eighty workers, and castrated some of the corpses:

I applied to work as a truck driver carrying food supplies for the army. They sent 
me to Abyssinia, at Maychew, on the road to Gondar. My job was to bring food 
provisions to the men building bridges on the Mareb River. But it was so 
dangerous to drive in that area, there were many rebels. They had attacked 
the Gondrand camp, killing more than one-hundred people, we were all scared 
to death. (Taddia 1988, 138)4

Another worker remembered accordingly that:

We built forts, we were armed, but we could not move around for fear of the 
Ethiopian guerrilla, which cut our supply lines. Then we were supplied with flour 
and other essential food items from airplanes, without parachutes, so much of 
the food got lost. (Taddia 1988, 132)

The Italian East African system of food logistics was not only complex but frail 
as a consequence of the effectiveness of the Ethiopian Resistance at incapa-
citating it.

The participation of Ethiopian women in anti-Italian warfare activities was 
remarkable, and not limited to securing, transporting, and supplying food to 
the groups of combatants they were part of – women carried utensils and 
pots, fetched water, chopped wood, foraged for wild plants, ground grains, 
and prepared teff injera, doro wat, tej, and tella to feed partisans. Some 
Ethiopian women participated in the resistance as fighting soldiers, while 
others served as messengers and spies, with the goal of starving the Italian 
enemy. An inspiring precedent was set for partisan women by Empress Taytu 
Betul (1851–1918) leading Ethiopian forces at Adwa (March 1, 1896). Taytu’s 
superior savviness was demonstrated in the battle of Amba Alage, when 
defeated Italian brigades had regrouped in the fort of Makalle: instead of 
ordering an attack, Taytu gave the order to besiege the Italians and cut off 
their water supply. After two weeks, Italians, suffering from extreme shortage 
of water, unconditionally surrendered (Adugna 2001). Literature on Ethiopian 
women’s participation in the anticolonial struggles against Italians of 1935– 
1941 emphasizes their winning victories with bravery, intelligence, and 
scheming: stealing rifles, bullets, grenades, and classified information from 
the Italians they socialized with; smuggling firearms in pots for fetching 
water; sneaking through Italian lines and into Italian garrisons with the excuse 
of selling chickens, eggs, and butter (Adugna 2001).

Paradoxically, Italian technological advancement in their colonial food 
system and attention to the quality of food the settlers of the Empire enjoyed 
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became most apparent in their darkest hour, when British colonial troops 
invaded Ethiopia and the Ethiopian Resistance joined them to defeat Italian 
occupation forces in 1941. While their military equipment and supply of 
essential resources like gas for tanks and vehicles was inferior to the British 
armed forces, Italians could boast much better food provisions. Pier Marcello 
Masotti, an Italian colonial officer deployed to Dembi Dollo, in southwestern 
Ethiopia, reported that:

. . . according to British sources, Italian military warehouses at the warfront in 
Italian East Africa operations were fully supplied of what the British considered 
unnecessary luxuries, from champagne to bottled mineral water. Dembi Dollo 
was not an exception. I must admit that the British, South African, and various 
other African colonial soldiers I met looked emaciated and seemed to have 
poorer food supplies than we did. (Masotti 1981, 192)

The Nigerian troops that occupied Mogadishu on 25 February 1941, were 
shocked and excited about the booty the Italians had left behind, ‘enough 
food and drink to keep ten thousand men well-nourished for seven to eight 
months’ (Mockler 1984, 364).

British colonial forces rapidly advancing into Italian East Africa shattered 
fascist dreams of mass settler colonialism and left Italian settlers with 
a tremendous sense of loss for the food system upon which they had created 
their utopia of an Italian Ethiopia. Masotti recalled that, when the Italian 
contingent in Dembi Dollo was eventually evacuated and marched to Addis 
Ababa:

Our impression [of the capital] was strange. We realized that the last months in 
Dembi Dollo had not been as plentiful as before and the eighteen days of 
marching had made us even thinner. The other Italians we met in the city 
looked fat and well-fed. In the stores there were all sorts of good things, from 
wine to Parmesan cheese to pasta, albeit the latter made in Addis Ababa. All 
delicacies we realized we had forgotten about. And we were mad about our 
own [army’s] naivete at not defending a city fully stocked with all sorts of good 
foods. (Masotti 1981, 214)

The Ethiopian Resistance enjoyed its ultimate victory in destroying the colo-
nial food system and killing the morale of the enemy. Ironically, because of 
the disruption of international trade with Italy, the food autarchy that had 
been the primary ideological reason for Italy to invade Ethiopia became 
a necessity for Ethiopia’s Italians at the fall of the Empire. Rationing began 
with the start of World War II in Europe, even before Italy entered the war. As 
early as September 1939, the butcher shops in Addis Ababa were closed on 
Tuesdays and Fridays, and restaurants could not serve meat on the same 
days, ‘for the protection of the animal populations’ (Ertola 2014, 46). Food 
stamps were introduced and all essential goods were rationed in the fateful 
summer of 1940; beginning 13 June with olive oil and sugar, then 1 July 
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bread, pasta, wheat flour, and rice. The more the war progressed the more the 
settlers of the Empire of Food felt discouraged and disappointed, as their 
letters that the censorship seized conveyed: ‘In Harar you can’t find anything 
to eat, you can only buy with food stamps and life is hard’; ‘I’m sick of this life, 
they charge you four lire for a glass of wine, food is bad, and a construction 
worker who works every day still cannot make enough to eat’; ‘If it goes on 
like this we will starve. There’s no wine, no butter, I don’t remember anymore 
what cheese is. These are the sacrifices of Africa’ (Ertola 2014, 212). The 
collapse of the imperial infrastructure of food distribution made scarcity 
become, all of a sudden, the dominating tone of everyday life in Italian 
Ethiopia, giving the settlers’ sense of loss a concrete material dimension.

Conclusion

Empire is not just a political organization of ruling over diverse popula-
tion and lands and a system of images and meanings, but a network of 
conduits which connects distant places to each other, whether by ports 
and roads or through the circulation of material cultures. In its biopo-
litical frenzy, fascist imperialism in East Africa aimed at creating 
a colonial space of circulation of bodies, crops, agricultural and genetic 
technologies, foods and culinary practices, ultimately intended to sup-
port demographic expansion. The fascist model of mass colonization 
between 1935 and 1941 centered on the transplantation of life from the 
Italian motherland to the new colony of Ethiopia and the realization of 
demographic settler colonialism to create a homogeneous and contin-
uous imperial farmland space. Within this plan, fascists regarded 
Ethiopians, Ethiopian agriculture, and Ethiopian human landscapes as 
inherently inferior and deemed ultimately to be replaced under Italian 
civilization. The most noted legacy of the hypermodern and technolo-
gically advanced Italian aggression and occupation of Ethiopia is the 
construction of a detailed road infrastructure, which was vital for estab-
lishing a system of food transport and distribution aimed at guarantee-
ing food sovereignty to Italian settlers. However, this ambitious project 
of logistics and mobility development required so many resources that 
it ended up undermining the overall plan of mass colonization. 
Ethiopians grasped the vital importance of the mobile colonial food 
system Italians were completing for the fascist scheme of oppression 
and domination and made the destruction of it the core of their antic-
olonial struggle to repossess their land and own food sovereignty. The 
fascist project for mass colonization, imperialist technology transfer, and 
destruction of Ethiopian bio- and cultural diversity instigated the anti-
imperialist forces that brought it to its demise.

JOURNAL OF MODERN ITALIAN STUDIES 23



Notes

1. On Ente di Colonizzazione Romagna d’Etiopia see Paolini and Saporetti (1999).
2. Similar reasons for frustration were also common to the experience of Italian 

settlers in Libya (Pergher 2012).
3. On Italian bars and restaurants’ segregationist practice of serving food and 

drinks to Africans in empty food cans see the many oral history testimonies in 
Taddia (1996).

4. On the Gondrand massacre see Sbacchi (2005, 50); Forgacs (2016, 123–124).
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