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Pedagogue Protest: Lessons of Black
Antifascism and the Hands Off Ethiopia
Protests of 1935

Posted on May 9, 2026 by Joseph Fronczak

This blog is the fourth in our ongoing series on the “Black Antifascist Tradition.”

Protest is the best teacher. Hardly kindly, but its lessons stick. And they cover a
range of useful subjects, ranging from the hidden workings of power and
subjugation to the arts of invention and faith needed to outmaneuver power and to
escape subjugation. Each and every act of protest ends up being instructive in one
way or another, but there are certain historical outbursts of it that outshine the rest,
such is the fierceness of their revelatory light. Among these, no doubt, are the
Hands Off Ethiopia protests of 1935, world-spanning acts of dissent and uprising
that were crucial in shaping the thought of an exceptional generation of Black
intellectuals, an uncanny number of whom were themselves part of the Hands Off
Ethiopia movement.[1]
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The movement came together out of a shared sense of outrage at fascist Italy’s
imperialist campaign to colonize Ethiopia. The Italian dictator Benito Mussolini had
had his eye on Ethiopia for some time. He got serious about making his move at the
end of 1934. The time seemed propitious to him. In Italy, fascism had consolidated
its rule, and the dictator could now turn to exploring the unmapped possibilities of
“totalitarian rule” both at home and, where he thought he could, abroad. The
previous year, the Nazis had established the Third Reich, and concentration camps,
in Germany. Fascist movements were underway, and growing, in a terrifying
number of countries throughout the world, including Britain, Chile, China, Argentina,
the United States of America, South Africa, Syria, France, Mexico, and Egypt. In
Kenya, fascist settlers were organizing with the slogan, “Make Kenya a White Man’s
Country.” All in all, somewhat suddenly, fascism had made itself into an
omnipresence of the world’s affairs, capable of posing a plausible claim of incipient
world domination. Liberal capitalism, meanwhile, at 1934’s end largely lay in ruins,
undone by a half-decade of global depression of its own making. In short, it quite
seemed that the world was turning with inexorable force to fascism. 

And so Mussolini saw fit to strike Ethiopia. That he targeted Ethiopia was both
predictable and telling. If such an act of international militarism appeared to many,
in the moment, as an outrageously fascist act, it also poked at fascism’s
fundamental paradox. Yes, fascism was stomping about in the early 1930s as the
monstrous enemy of Enlightenment Modernity, but at the same time there was
nothing entirely new in it. Looked at not from the perspective of its specific
historical moment but rather from that of the longer historical run of things, what
was the idea of colonizing Ethiopia in 1934 if not a stab at finishing off Enlightened
Europe’s decades-running imperialist project in Africa? What was it if not the next
logical step in the no-longer-very-new “new imperialism?” Which among the liberal
powers—the leading colonial powers—could legitimately denounce Mussolini’s
imperialist aims? Considered among fascism’s main acts, racialized colonial
conquest was among the most normative. That it was both squarely fascist and
deeply normative at the same time was the central insight developed by the Black
intellectuals of the Hands Off Ethiopia movement.
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Lillian Rabin (left) and Eloise Robinson (right) demonstrate on
June 22, 1935, outside the Italian Consulate in Chicago in
protest of fascist Italy’s war mongering against Ethiopia. The
two “Hands Off Ethiopia” protesters have chained and locked
themselves to a street post to make it difficult for the police to
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haul them away and thus deny them their rights to free
speech and peaceable assembly. Before the police figured out
how to remove them, Rabin and Robinson succeeded in
attracting a great crowd of onlookers; comrades of theirs then
dropped antiwar leaflets from the L train station above.
Credit: Joseph Fronczak.

Using a borderland incident as his pretext, Mussolini started mobilizing for war.
Right away, in response, around the world, little local movements of opposition
kicked into being. Almost everywhere, Black people were the movements’ most
dedicated organizers. They came to the effort from a number of ideological
positions, and they belonged to various different political parties. They were nurses,
students, sailors, Pullman porters, labor organizers, preachers, professional
revolutionaries, journalists, dockworkers, waiters, and more. Though the hierarchy
of the Communist International occasionally claimed credit for the outburst of
protests, what the organizers and participants made, protest by protest, was a true
people’s movement. 

The way that Cedric Robinson put it, in a classic 1985 article contextualizing the
protests, was to suggest, “The global character of the Black response to the
invasion of Ethiopia provides a support for the interpretation that it was largely
spontaneous.”[2] (Understand spontaneity here definitely not in its more typical
usage, “arising from a momentary impulse,” but rather according to the much less
typical, but much more truth-telling definition, “directed internally: self-acting.”)
Throughout 1935, locals directed internally and self-acted their way to producing
mass protests in Johannesburg, Durban, Lüderitz Bay, Chicago, Detroit, Harlem,
Panama City, Havana, Port au Prince, Kingston, Rio de Janeiro, and so on. At one
point, the most indefatigable organizer of mass protests in Paris, Tiémoko Garan
Kouyaté, announced to a crowd there that demonstrations had taken place in Japan,
Egypt, Tunisia, India, Trinidad, British Guiana, England, the United States,
Martinique, the British Gold Coast, and Kenya. 

Some of the most brilliant organizing was done in London. There, C. L. R. James,
Amy Ashwood Garvey, Jomo Kenyatta, and George Padmore organized protests in
Hyde Park and Trafalgar Square. They wrote fierce polemics against Mussolini’s war
mongering in particular and against fascist barbarism in general. Robinson, in Black
Marxism, depicted this cadre’s protest-organizing as an intense intellectual crucible.
In a powerful passage, he detailed James’s intellectual trajectory amid the
demonstrations. At one point, early on, James inquired of the Ethiopian Embassy
how to enlist in the nation’s army. The Embassy told him to stay in London and



© LAWCHA. All Rights Reserved. | 5

keep agitating there. Which could be read as a rejection, but the protests, in London
and around the world, were doing real work, holding up the plight of the Ethiopian
people for all the world to see and reckon on and to give a thought to.

Robinson, though, stressed what the insistent protest did for James’s own thought.
He argued that James’s “tutorship under European radical thought had come to an
end,” and from the time of Hands Off Ethiopia onward, “his work would leap
beyond.”[3] He wasn’t alone in this. Labors in the Hands Off Ethiopia protests helped
to define “the radical Black intelligentsia,” in the minds of its members themselves,
and then this now-self-conscious intelligentsia went on to fashion new liberatory
lines of thought. James, having taken part in a transnational protest movement,
promptly wrote the great transnational history of revolution and liberation The Black
Jacobins. It was a work informed by James’s own antifascism, and more generally by
the Black antifascism being made in the time of its writing. Padmore was able to put
out How Britain Rules Africa even more promptly than James put out Black Jacobins.
It too was a work of Black antifascism, its analysis shaped by insights gained from
the drama surrounding the fascist invasion of Ethiopia. 

Protest had taught Chicago’s Black antifascists a lesson in the workings of
power. And in taking to the roofs and in chaining themselves to a street
post they demonstrated that protest had taught them not only about the
workings of power but also other lessons, too, in the very art of protest.

 

How did Britain rule Africa? In part, Padmore argued, by becoming “as ‘totalitarian’
as any fascist state.” And not only did Britain rule as a fascist regime in Africa, it
also encouraged the growth of fascist movements among the white proletariat, so
as to divide the colonial working class and thus more easily rule over both white and
Black workers. Padmore quoted “an Anglo-South African” who argued, “In Africa the
worst kind of fascist psychology is in the attitude of White to Black,” calling this “the
stumbling-block to many young Whites who would otherwise be willing to join the
socialist army of African progress.”[4]

Padmore, in short, had seized on that central fascist paradox, and turned it around
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against British imperialism. This drew on what, again, was the insight at the core of
the Black antifascist thought forged in Hands Off Ethiopia—a rejection of the “bare
antifascism” that challenged only a narrow, sharply delineated fascism, while
estranging that fascism from all other forms of power at work in the modern world.  

Protest had taught Black antifascists otherwise. In Chicago, for example, the
organizers of a grand Hands Off Ethiopia parade had planned
ahead—spontaneously—speeches from the rooftops. They knew, from experience,
that any speech given on the street critical of the Mussolini regime would quickly
effect the speaker’s arrest. On the face of it, such an odd thing—the authorities in
Chicago determined to serve as Mussolini’s henchmen; fascist rule, in Italy and over
Ethiopia, finding such succor from a faraway municipal government in the world’s
leading liberal democracy. Similarly, when Lillian Rabin, a nineteen-year-old white
woman from Chicago’s West Side and Eloise Robinson, a twenty-four-year-old Black
woman from the South Side, decided to demonstrate outside the Italian consulate in
the Chicago Loop, wearing shirts announcing “HANDS OFF ETHIOPIA,” they chained
and locked themselves to a street post so that it would be harder for police to drag
them away. The frustration of the cops who tried to do so made for great political
theater and attracted a crowd. Protest had taught Chicago’s Black antifascists a
lesson in the workings of power. And in taking to the roofs and in chaining
themselves to a street post they demonstrated that protest had taught them not
only about the workings of power but also other lessons, too, in the very art of
protest. As Hands Off Ethiopia protests multiplied, so did the lessons. And, for those
who learned them, they stuck. Again, protest is the best teacher.

[1] For studies attentive to the Black antifascists of the Hands Off Ethiopia protests,
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(1983; Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2000); Cedric J. Robinson,
“The African Diaspora and the Italo-Ethiopian Crisis,” Race & Class 27, no. 2 (1985):
51-65; Minkah Makalani, In the Cause of Freedom: Radical Black Internationalism
from Harlem to London, 1917-1939 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press,
2011); David Featherstone, Solidarity: Hidden Histories and Geographies of
Internationalism (London: Zed Books, 2012); Keisha N. Blain, Set the World on Fire:
Black Nationalist Women and the Global Struggle for Freedom (Philadelphia:
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2018); Jeanelle K. Hope and Bill V. Mullen, The
Black Antifascist Tradition: Fighting Back from Anti-Lynching to Abolition (Chicago:
Haymarket, 2024). I also examine Hands Off Ethiopia in a chapter of Everything Is
Possible: Antifascism and the Left in the Age of Fascism (New Haven: Yale
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