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Series editors’ preface

Historical Connections is a new series of short books on important histor-
ical topics and debates, written primarily for those studying and teaching
history. The books will offer original and challenging works of synthesis
that will make new themes accessible, or old themes accessible in new
ways, build bridges between different chronological periods and different
historical debates, and encourage comparative discussion in history.
If the study of history is to remain exciting and creative, then the tendency
to fragmentation must be resisted. The inflexibility of older assumptions
about the relationship between economic, social, cultural and political his-
tory has been exposed by recent historical writing, but the impression has
sometimes been left that history is little more than a chapter of accidents.
This series will insist on the importance of processes of historical change,
and it will explore the connections within history: connections between
different layers and forms of historical experience, as well as connections
that resist the fragmentary consequences of new forms of specialism in
historical research.

Historical Connections will put the search for these connections back
at the top of the agenda by exploring new ways of uniting the different
strands of historical experience, and by affirming the importance of study-
ing change and movement in history.

Geoffrey Crossick
John Davies

Joanna Innes
Tom Scott
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Chronology

1796–9 France invades and occupies the Italian mainland.
1814–15 Congress of Vienna partially restores pre-Napoleonic rulers

and boundaries. Austria is established as the dominant power
in Restoration Italy: Lombardy-Venetia become provinces of
the Austrian Empire and protective alliances are signed with
the Papal States and the Two Sicilies.

1820–1 Constitutional revolutions in the Two Sicilies and in Piedmont
briefly challenge Restoration government, but are suppressed
with the aid of the Austrian army.

1830–1 Revolutionary uprisings in Central Italy are suppressed by Aus-
trian and French intervention.

1831 Giuseppe Mazzini organises ‘Young Italy’ to fight for ‘the
conquest of Independence, Unity, Liberty for Italy’. Carlo
Alberto becomes king of Piedmont. The European Powers sign
a Memorandum calling for reform in the Papal States.

1834–7 A series of Mazzinian uprisings and expeditions take place
throughout Italy. The repression of ‘Young Italy’ and its infil-
tration by police spies forces Mazzini into exile in London.

1843 The publication of Vincenzo Gioberti’s Del primato morale e
civile degli italiani marks the emergence of the idea of an Ital-
ian confederation under the Pope (‘Neo-Guelphism’) and of
moderate liberalism as a political movement. 

1846 Election of Pio IX as Pope. A number of reforms are intro-
duced in the Papal States.

1847 The periodical Il Risorgimento begins publication in Turin
under the editorship of Camillo Benso di Cavour.



1848 A revolution in Palermo in January is followed by a series of
revolutions and disturbances throughout Italy, which lead to
the granting of constitutions limiting monarchical power. In
March, after a revolution in Vienna and the flight of Metter-
nich, revolutions take place in Venice and Milan (where the
Austrian army is driven out of the city during the celebrated
cinque giornate or ‘five days’). A Republic is declared in
Venice. Piedmont declares war on Austria but is defeated at the
battle of Custoza in July and signs an armistice. In May, Ferdi-
nando II carries out a coup to restore monarchical power in
Naples.

1849 In January, the Pope flees Rome and a Republic is declared.
Mazzini invites delegates from all over Italy to a Constituent
Assembly to discuss Italian unification. Grand Duke Leopoldo
flees Tuscany and a republican government is established in
Florence.
Piedmont again declares war on Austria and is again defeated
at the battle of Novara in March. Carlo Alberto abdicates and
his son Vittorio Emanuele II becomes king of Piedmont. In
April, Bourbon power is re-established in Sicily. A French
army intervenes against the Roman Republic to restore the
Pope.
Under Giuseppe Garibaldi’s leadership, the Roman Republic
holds out until July, when it is finally defeated and the Pope is
restored. Grand Duke Leopoldo returns to Florence. The
besieged Venetian Republic falls to the Austrians in August.

1852 Cavour becomes prime minister of Piedmont and introduces a
programme of economic and political reform.

1853 A Mazzinian, anti-Austrian insurrection in Milan is easily
suppressed.

1854–6 Piedmont participates in the Crimean War. At the Congress of
Paris, the ‘Italian Question’ is raised. 

1857 The ill-fated expedition to Sapri in Southern Italy led by Carlo
Pisacane causes a crisis in Mazzinian circles.
The Italian National Society is established by former Mazzini-
ans to agitate for Italian unification under Piedmontese
leadership.

1858 In January, an attempt is made on Napoleon III’s life by an ex-
Mazzinian (Felice Orsini).
In July, a secret pact is signed between Napoleon III and
Cavour, whereby France offers military assistance to Pied-
mont, who will provoke a war with Austria; Piedmont will
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receive Lombardy and Venetia; France will receive Nice and
Savoy (previously ruled by Piedmont).

1859 Austria declares war on Piedmont in April, and France comes
to Piedmont’s assistance.
After the battles of Magenta and Solferino, Napoleon III signs
an armistice with Austria at Villafranca. Piedmont receives
Lombardy but not Venetia. In a fury, Cavour resigns as prime
minister.

1860 In January, Cavour returns to power in Piedmont. In March,
plebiscites in Central Italy lead to the union of Tuscany and
Emilia (comprising the Duchies of Parma and Modena and the
Papal Legations) with Piedmont-Lombardy. In return for
French agreement to the union, Nice and Savoy are ceded to
France.
In April, Garibaldi leads the expedition of the ‘Thousand’ to
Sicily. Between May and July he conquers the whole of the
Two Sicilies, and prepares to march on Rome.
The Piedmontese army invades the Papal States in September
in order to forestall Garibaldi’s advance on Rome. Garibaldi
hands over Southern Italy to Piedmont.
In October, plebiscites in Southern Italy vote for union with
Piedmont.

1861 A Kingdom of Italy is declared in March, with Turin as its capi-
tal; Vittorio Emanuele II of Piedmont becomes Vittorio
Emanuele II of Italy.

1862 Garibaldi’s attempt to march on Rome is halted by Italian
troops at Aspromonte. 

1864 The ‘convention of September’ moves the Italian capital from
Turin to Florence.

1866 Italy participates in the Austro-Prussian war on the Prussian
side. After Austria’s defeat by Prussia (and despite Italy’s
defeat by Austria), Venetia is ceded to Italy.

1867 A further attempt by Garibaldi to march on Rome is halted by
Papal troops at Mentana.

1870 French troops are withdrawn from Rome to fight in the Franco-
Prussian war. Rome is occupied by Italian troops, and is
declared the capital of Italy. The Pope refuses to recognise the
legitimacy of the new state, and declares himself a ‘prisoner of
the Vatican’.
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Map 1 Italy’s Restoration states 1815
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1

The Risorgimento and Italian
history

In Italian history, as in Italian politics, the Risorgimento has played a cen-
tral role. Like the experience of the French Revolution or German unifica-
tion, the Risorgimento is considered to be a defining moment in Italy’s
history, the period when Italy becomes a ‘nation’ and enters the ‘modern’
world. Through the Risorgimento, the modern Italian state acquires its
‘founding fathers’ (Cavour, Mazzini, Garibaldi) and its political ideals
(liberalism, nationalism, republicanism). Conceptually, the Risorgimento
has also been crucial to Italian historiography. It describes a number of
different transformations—the collapse of the ancien régime and the devel-
opment of a parliamentary system, the breakdown of traditional rural soci-
ety and the birth of modern, urban life, the transition from a feudal to a
capitalist economy and the replacement of local or regional identities by a
single national culture—all of which have been central to present-day
understanding of historical change. The political, social, economic and
cultural experiences of Italians from 1815 to 1945 (and, arguably, beyond)
are explained, interpreted and assessed on the basis of these ‘modernising’
processes.

The functional importance of the Risorgimento to both Italian politics
and Italian historiography has made this short period (1815–60) one of the
most contested and controversial in modern Italian history. Just as politi-
cians have squabbled, from 1861 onwards, over the Risorgimento’s politi-
cal legacies, so have historians of the Risorgimento quarrelled about the
primary determinants of change and modernisation. At the centre of these
debates is a set of rhetorical devices first employed by Risorgimento liber-
als to denigrate the governments of Restoration Italy. The term ‘Risorgi-
mento’, literally translated, means ‘resurgence’ and refers to a common,
idealised past as well as to a less than perfect present. Mazzinian
democrats were particularly successful in offering a series of heroic alterna-
tives against which the everyday realities of Restoration Italy could be
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judged. They depicted Italians as the hapless victims of domestic and for-
eign oppression who could be liberated and empowered through a revolu-
tionary war of ‘national resurgence’. Ironically, after 1860, these images
bequeathed a pervasive sense of failure to united Italy, and fuelled a bitter
political struggle. Nostalgia for the often imagined glories of the Risorgi-
mento characterised much political debate after 1860.1 Historical analysis
also concerned itself with Italy’s inability to ‘resurge’ and with the ‘pecu-
liarities’ of Italian historical development.

The experiences of fascism and world war also cast a retrospective
shadow over the Risorgimento and divided its historians into mutually hos-
tile camps. In an attempt to re-evaluate the mythology of national unifica-
tion against the background of liberal Italy’s collapse, two conflicting
accounts of Italian unification emerged, one published by the idealist
philosopher Benedetto Croce in 1928, the other written during the fascist
period by the imprisoned Marxist activist Antonio Gramsci (but published
only in 1949).2 These two opposing currents of historical analysis share a
common preoccupation with the apparent failure of Liberal Italy to live up
to the aspirations and expectations of the Risorgimento.

Croce’s primary aim in writing his history of Italy was, according to
Federico Chabod, to defend the achievements of Italian liberalism.3 The
leaders of the Historic Right (or Destra Storica), the architects of Italian
unification in 1860, were presented as men of a noble and selfsacrificing
character, ‘a spiritual aristocracy of upright and loyal gentlemen’ in
Croce’s words.4 Croce argued that Liberal Italy’s shortcomings could be
attributed to decisions made by the Destra Storica’s successors, and
equally to the enormous problems that all Italy’s leaders faced. Despite
these political, financial and diplomatic difficulties Italy’s leaders had
always maintained their commitment to the liberal parliamentary system
until the First World War. Croce insisted that it was only the war that
destroyed this political system and made the rise of fascism possible. As
such, he denied any causal connection between Italian liberalism and Ital-
ian fascism. Fascism was a historical ‘parenthesis’, an aberration produced
by the war. The political ideals of fascism, in particular its commitment to
a one-party state, were the ‘antithesis’ of liberalism.

Although influenced by Croce’s idealist philosophy, Gramsci totally
opposed his political and historical arguments. Gramsci saw instead a
series of links between fascism and liberalism, and he traced both experi-
ences to the tensions generated by class struggle in the Risorgimento. He
depicted the Risorgimento as a ‘passive revolution’, where the conserva-
tive (‘moderate’) liberals had out-manæuvered the revolutionary liberals
(republican democrats) and come to a compromise with the existing ‘feu-
dal’ order. But the price of this compromise was a permanent breach
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between the Italian state and Italian civil society, characterised by chronic
political instability and endemic social disorder. Fascism, Gramsci argued,
was the direct product of this situation. It was an attempt by a weak bour-
geoisie to recast a collapsing political system, counter class unrest and,
specifically, to defeat a socialist revolution.

The effect of Gramsci’s dialogue with Croce was to set up a series of
historical oppositions that dominated Risorgimento historiography in the
post-1945 period. Underlying these oppositions was a fundamental, and
highly politicised, conflict between idealism and historical materialism.
The Crocean (or liberal) depiction of political harmony was challenged by
the Gramscian (or Marxist) one of class conflict. Gramsci claimed that the
chronology chosen by Croce (1871–1915) artificially excluded the
moments of conflict to create a peaceful and progressive, but distorted,
image of nineteenth-century Italy.5 As such, an account that analysed
national progress was countered by one that analysed structural backward-
ness, and a narrative that stressed glorious moments and heroic action met
one that stressed internal divisions and political repression.

These oppositions, and the political context of post-war, cold-war Italy
in which they were set, generated a great amount of historical debate and
research. The dynamics of this debate are very evident in political histories
of the Risorgimento. Dominating the Marxist approach is a relentless
search for counterfactuals, a search for evidence of a viable democratic
alternative to the ‘passive revolution’ led by moderate liberals. Marxist
historians tend to emphasise the potential for revolutionary change in the
Risorgimento and the differences between moderates and democrats.
Franco della Peruta is, for example, critical of both moderate and demo-
cratic leaderships, but analyses in particular the reasons for the democrats’
failure to establish a basis for mass action among the peasantry.6

Liberal historians, by contrast, stress the significant barriers to political
and economic progress in Risorgimento Italy. Placing political action in
the context of Italy’s dependence on foreign powers, its internal disunity,
its reactionary rulers and its economic backwardness, they argue that the
scale of the liberal achievement was truly impressive. According to
Rosario Romeo, Cavour’s ‘audacious’ programme of reform without revo-
lution was without parallel in Europe.7 More generally, the economic
dynamism and intellectual vigour of the moderate liberals is contrasted
favourably to the insurrectionary and Utopian ‘fantasies’ of Mazzinian
democrats.

Debates about the economic and social aspects of the Risorgimento
revolve around a similar set of oppositions. In the early 1950s, Gino Luz-
zato took issue with the Marxist identification of the Risorgimento with the
bourgeoisie, arguing that the lack of industrial development before 1860

THE RISORGIMENTO AND ITALIAN HISTORY 3



had seriously inhibited the development of this class.8 Romeo maintained
that it was utterly unrealistic to discuss the possibility of an agrarian revolu-
tion in Southern Italy, led by the bourgeoisie, during the Risorgimento; the
Marxist preoccupation with this issue masked, he suggested, a more basic
concern with the possibility of revolution in their own time. Had such a
revolution been possible during the Risorgimento it would have inhibited
the commercialisation of agriculture and retarded the industrialisation of
Northern Italy.9

In this way, Marxist and liberal historians existed in a dialectical rela-
tionship of their own in which the ultimate success or failure of the Risorg-
imento and national unification was endlessly debated. In fact, Luzzato’s
narrow economic definition of the bourgeoisie and his conceptualisation of
‘industrialisation’ as the rapid growth and concentration of mechanised
manufacturing industry implicitly accepts the same rigid economic cate-
gories as Marxists. Similarly, by arguing that a peasant revolution would
have been detrimental to the subsequent development of Italian industry,
Romeo adopts the same teleological view of the Risorgimento (as leading
inexorably to industrialisation, or to Southern ‘backwardness’) that he crit-
icises in the Marxist account.

The Marxist and the liberal approaches to the Risorgimento share a
common need to explain the significance of the moderate liberal victory in
1860 in terms of the subsequent disappointments of liberal Italy. In both
accounts, modern Italy’s ‘deviation’ from a more general bourgeois-
democratic (and European) norm is assumed and explained. Within this
national/liberal framework certain political and social realities are privi-
leged over others. Most historians of Italy simply assumed that the Restora-
tion governments of 1815 to 1860 were reactionary and, therefore, of little
significance.10 As such, few historians looked at the policies pursued by
Papal governors, Austrian administrators or Bourbon kings in much detail.
Relations between and among social classes were also assessed as a strug-
gle between ‘progressive’ and ‘reactionary’ forces, where the progressive
was identified with a liberal ideology or an urban, commercial bourgeoisie.
In this light, the source of modern Italy’s ‘deviation’ was easy to identify:
it was caused by the survival of feudal ‘remnants’ into the modern world
and by the failure (whether political, ideological or economic) to resolve
political and class conflict in Italy in favour of progress and modernity.

Although the contributions of British and American historians to Risorg-
imento historiography since 1945 have been less overtly polemical than
those of their Italian counterparts, they too reflect this conceptual distinc-
tion between progress and reaction. They have also tended strongly to
reflect changing Anglo-Saxon attitudes towards Italy. The most famous
British Italianist, Denis Mack Smith, created a furore in Italy with a series
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of works published during the 1950s which appeared to criticise leading
Risorgimento figures and disparage Liberal Italy’s achievements.11 In his
first book, a reconstruction of the events of 1860 (‘the annus mirabilis of
the Risorgimento’ in his words),12 Mack Smith depicted Cavour as a wily,
inconsistent politician and the achievement of unification as a series of
mistakes and expediencies. Only Garibaldi, emerging from Mack Smith’s
narrative as a realistic but committed popular leader, survived with his
honour intact. Thus, without being influenced by Gramsci, Mack Smith
placed himself firmly in the Risorgimento-as-failure camp.13

This view of the Risorgimento was endorsed by most British and Ameri-
can historians. Their tendency to analyse Italian unity from the standpoint
of what came after is particularly evident in a collection of essays pub-
lished in 1970 and entitled Italy from Risorgimento to Fascism. An Inquiry
into the Origins of the Totalitarian State, but it is implicit in much other
work on this period.14 What seems to lie behind this type of analysis is pro-
found disillusionment at the failure of Italian governments either to
embody the ideals of the Risorgimento or to fulfil the aspirations of its peo-
ple. As such, the attempts by Mack Smith and others to demystify the ‘leg-
ends’ of Risorgimento historiography have to be seen in the context of the
changing fortunes of Italian liberalism. British enthusiasm for Italian unity,
perhaps most strikingly expressed by George Macaulay Trevelyan in his
Garibaldi trilogy, started to decline as early as World War One.15 By 1945,
with the experience of fascism and World War Two overshadowing Italy’s
image abroad, this enthusiasm had changed to disappointment and
condescension.

A combination of disappointed expectations and deep political divisions
produced a set of historiographical parameters for interpreting the Risorgi-
mento, identifying economic ‘backwardness’, a ‘distorted’ social transfor-
mation and political corruption/timidity as the causes of liberal failure.
During the 1980s, however, these parameters began to change. In part, as
Paolo Macry points out, this change was generational: many of the protag-
onists in post-war debates reached retirement age during the 1980s.16 A
younger generation of historians, born after 1945, started to question many
of the basic assumptions of Risorgimento historiography. Furthermore, in
a broader cultural and political sense, the nineteenth-century faith in eco-
nomic progress and individual liberty has increasingly seemed, during the
last decade, to have little relevance for current political problems. For
Paolo Macry, the personal links of empathy and memory, which tied histo-
rians of the previous generation to the ‘century of their fathers’, have now
disappeared.17

The teleology of both the Marxist and the liberal approaches to the
Risorgimento has come in for particular criticism from ‘revisionist’ histori-
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ans. The idea of modernisation, implicit in the Marxist concept of ‘dual’
(political and economic) revolution as well as in the idealist concept of
progress, is now treated with suspicion. An increasing reliance on alterna-
tive historical models and methodologies also reflects the Risorgimento’s
declining ‘hegemony’ over Italian politics and intellectual life.18 One histo-
rian, Franco Rizzi, has complained of the Risorgimento’s holding the nine-
teenth century ‘hostage’, dominating the historical agenda and blocking
other avenues of enquiry.19

An effect of these changes has been a switch of focus to other stages of
Italy’s ‘modernising’ process, perhaps most notably to the period of rapid
industrialisation in the late nineteenth century. Histories of nineteenth-
century Italy also now focus more on social change, the history of family
and gender and, to a lesser extent, cultural change, than they do on Risorg-
imento politics. The influence of other disciplines, perhaps most notably
anthropology, is very clear. In addition, and in contrast to the liberal/
Marxist debate which always emphasised the national specificities of
Italy’s path to modernity, this ‘revisionist’ historiography adopts an explic-
itly comparative perspective which focuses on regions and localities rather
than nations. Historical research in Italy has thus come to involve a new
plurality where the nation state is no longer the privileged unit of compari-
son, and the importance of the Risorgimento is no longer taken for granted.
National unification then acquires a different significance as a partial solu-
tion to specific problems, rather than as a decisive break (however flawed
in practice) with a feudal past.

This change of direction has meant that many of the causal connections
at the heart of nineteenth-century historiography are being questioned.
Some local studies have been particularly innovative, linking analyses of
family structure to economic developments and in turn back to political
activity. In a study of the formation of an agrarian middle class in the Po
valley, Alberto Banti argues that the apparently feudal reliance on land
ownership and kinship structure masks the dynamic action of a rational,
self-interested bourgeoisie.20 The implications of this kind of work are far-
reaching. Taken as a whole, they undermine any simple identification of
the bourgeoisie with urbanisation, industrialisation or, indeed, liberal poli-
tics. In addition, they give force to analyses of Italy’s economic develop-
ment that emphasise the potential for growth and adaptation in the country-
side. Not surprisingly, therefore, the more traditional interpretations of
Italy’s ‘Southern Question’ have also been challenged. A number of histo-
rians, most notably Piero Bevilacqua, have begun to question the images of
backwardness, economic immobilism and political corruption long associ-
ated with the South. They suggest that these images, invoking as they do a
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sense of ‘otherness’, involve unrealistic comparisons with Northern Italy
and with Europe as a whole.21

The revisionist historiography of nineteenth-century Italy thus chal-
lenges the periodisation, methodologies and interpretations of previous
historiographies. In particular, revisionist historiography rejects the use of
categories such as ‘class’ and ‘nation’. As such, it reflects and can con-
tribute to similar historiographical debates taking place in France, Ger-
many and the Anglo-Saxon world. Marxist analyses of German liberalism
have come under attack for their reliance on models of political and eco-
nomic development that are artificially constructed from the English and
French experiences.22 Recent research has indicated that the political and
economic ‘success’ against which Italy (and, in a different way, Germany)
is compared so unfavourably tends to evaporate with closer analysis or
when different questions are asked.23

The revision in French revolutionary and British liberal history implies
that no single path to liberal bourgeois democracy exists. Moreover, Arno
Mayer has argued that historians’ preoccupations with the revolutionary
changes of the nineteenth century have clouded their perceptions of under-
lying continuities and the ways in which the ancien régime survived into
the twentieth century. The capacity of pre-industrial elites to adapt success-
fully to the advent of capitalism seems not to be exceptional at all, but a
feature of all European societies in this period.24 It can thus be argued that
Italy’s ‘deviation’ has been invented by its historians, influenced by deter-
ministic models of political and economic development as well as by the
drastic experiences of fascism and war.

Where does the disintegration of these long-established categories leave
the historian of Risorgimento politics? One possibility is to focus more
specifically on the governments of Restoration Italy. Partly as a reaction to
nationalist historiography, a tendency to stress the positive aspects of
Restoration government and the extent of local variation has developed.
The most obvious beneficiary of this historiographical trend is the Austrian
administration of Lombardy and Venetia, the Risorgimento symbol of reac-
tionary and oppressive misgovernment. New research, led most notably by
Marco Meriggi, points to the relative responsiveness of the centre to local
demands and the role played by government in overseeing rapid economic
growth in this region.25 Narcisso Nada also stresses the role played by
King Carlo Alberto of Piedmont (1831–1849) in bringing about political
and economic reform, and thus his responsibility for the liberal transforma-
tion that followed in the 1850s.26

One result of this research has been to place the crisis of Restoration
government and the unification of Italy in a broader European context.
Italian unification is seen, not as the inevitable result of national liberal

THE RISORGIMENTO AND ITALIAN HISTORY 7



‘resurgence’ or the rise of a new class, but as the outcome of different,
sometimes contradictory, processes. These processes can be loosely identi-
fied as the formation of modern states, the growth of a national culture
based on language and literacy and the development of a capitalist econ-
omy.27 They evolved, in Italy as elsewhere, over a long time-period and
provide a strong element of continuity between the eighteenth century, the
Risorgimento and after. State formation, in particular, is conceived as a
process independent of changes in the social and economic structure and
driven by forces (the political and bureaucratic elites) inside the state itself.
This conceptualisation of state formation as an autonomous process owes
more to Weber than to Marx, and further challenges the hitherto estab-
lished equation of industrial capitalism with the rise of parliamentary
democracy.

One problem, however, with the recent literature on state formation in
Italy is that, unlike in Germany, no detailed critique of Marxist historiogra-
phy has emerged.28 The absence of such a critique has led, according to
John Davis, to a conceptual confusion where Weberian categories mingle
with Marxist or idealist ones.29 Moreover, this new approach to state for-
mation itself privileges certain types of state/ society relationships, specifi-
cally the one between central government and local elites. Despite a new
emphasis on the conditions of the rural and urban poor, the significance of
class conflict is undermined and the role played by mass action in Italian
unification becomes subordinated to the one played by elites. The attitude
of the Church towards the process of state formation and towards Italian
nationalism is almost entirely ignored.

The absence of the Church in revisionist accounts is very revealing. The
Church played a central role in the Risorgimento; its opposition to national-
ism and national unification accounts for many of the weaknesses of the
nationalist movement. In their neglect of the Church, revisionists are part
of a secular tradition in Italian life that dates back to the Risorgimento
itself and links revisionists to both liberal and Marxist historians. A further
feature of revisionist historiography—its almost exclusive reliance on
structural explanation—also seems to owe much to the influence of Marx-
ist historians. The revisionist emphasis on state, economy and culture (here
understood primarily in a structural sense) involves a neglect of the role
played by ideology in national unification. Little attention is paid to politi-
cal discourse and political struggle and, for the most part, the literature on
Risorgimento politics remains unaltered from a decade ago.

Perhaps more surprisingly, a tendency to endorse earlier liberal assess-
ments of Risorgimento politics can also be found in some revisionist work.
Raffaele Romanelli, for example, stresses the great liberal project of the
Historic Right and the obstacles that they faced.30 The impracticability of a
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revolutionary option is implicitly suggested by such an account, as well as
by analyses that emphasise the ‘good sense’ of Restoration rulers.

The Risorgimento may well be an outmoded historical concept. Never-
theless, some belief or claim to embody a ‘resurgent’ Italy motivated Ital-
ian liberals and was used to demoralise Restoration rulers. During the last
decade, an important reassessment of nineteenth-century Italian art, long
overshadowed by the early-modern period, has also taken place. Interest-
ingly, however, the tendency in this field has been to emphasise rather than
underplay the significance of the Risorgimento.31 Nationalist aspirations,
and the struggle between Italian liberals to promote or appropriate them,
affected the process of structural change in nineteenth-century Italy. More-
over, the great strength of Gramsci’s account—and in this it has not yet
been fully challenged or superseded—was that by focusing on the tensions
between class and ideology and between leadership and social structure, it
forced historians to look at national unification in terms of a broader strug-
gle for power.

The new historiography, while challenging categories such as class and
nation, has not developed an alternative means of conceptualising political
action. Reflecting on the Austrian administration of Venetia, David Lavan
has written that too many Risorgimento historians have been inclined to
over-emphasise moments of crisis and conflict; as a result, periods of
peaceful change are overshadowed and the experiences of Restoration gov-
ernment are seen as little more than preludes to insurrection.32 However,
the same mistake in reverse, which Gramsci warned against, should also be
avoided. The reality of conflict and crisis in nineteenth-century Italy tends,
in revisionist historiography, to be neglected. Nationalism is ignored rather
than explained. Current analyses rightly reject the rigid categories of ‘dual
revolution’ but they fail to provide an answer to what remains, for better or
worse, a fundamental question: why did national unification happen at all?

This book is intended in part as a guide to the different ways in which
the Risorgimento and Italian unification has been, and is being, inter-
preted. As such, it takes a broadly thematic rather than a narrative
approach. An outline chronology and maps are provided as an indicator of
the main events and geography of the Risorgimento. To help orient the
reader, a brief summary of events is also given at the beginning of the next
chapter. Those seeking a more detailed narrative account should consult
the general surveys written by Stuart Woolf, Derek Beales, Harry Hearder
and Frank Coppa.33 The bibliographical section at the end of the book
offers suggestions for more in-depth study.

In the chapters that follow, I look at Restoration government, economy
and society—issues identified by Risorgimento liberals as obstacles to
progress and change in Italy. Chapter 2 considers the attempts of Restora-
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tion rulers to establish stable regimes in the Italian peninsula between 1815
and 1860; Chapters 3 and 4 analyse society and economy in Restoration
Italy. Chapter 5 discusses the character and impact of Italian nationalism.
My aim in these chapters is, first, to provide a basis for understanding Ital-
ian unification. My second aim is to re-examine critically the attitudes of
historians to the Risorgimento and Italian unification. Is it viable to see the
Restoration states as reactionary survivors of the ancien régime, and can
Italian historians analyse the economy and society in terms of a tension
between progress and backwardness? Should national unification be
explained either as a failed revolution or as the culmination of the Risorgi-
mento, however it is defined? If not, how else can national unification be
explained? The concluding chapter, Chapter 6, reassesses the concept of
‘Risorgimento’ in the light of historical revisionism.
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2

The Risorgimento and
Restoration government

INTRODUCTION: THE CRISIS OF THE OLD ORDER, THE
VIENNA SETTLEMENT AND THE RISORGIMENTO

The origins of Italy’s Risorgimento are usually placed in the panEuropean
crisis of the ‘old order’ which took place at the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Within the city and regional states of the Italian peninsula, this crisis
was associated with conflicts over reform. In particular, the efforts made
by Italian rulers to build up more centralised and efficient bureaucracies
ran into financial and political difficulties. Attempts to raise revenue
through increased taxation were also unpopular and often unsuccessful,
while both the Church and the nobility resented the attack on their special
privileges and their position in the political hierarchy.

Institutional reform proved disruptive, whether relatively successful (as
in Lombardy or Tuscany) or unsuccessful (as in Southern Italy or the Papal
States). Growing economic and social problems added to the scale of the
crisis facing the Italian states. These problems were caused in part by gov-
ernment efforts to commercialise agriculture through the abolition of feu-
dal entails (part of the general effort to undermine noble and religious privi-
lege) and the creation of an agrarian middle class. The rural poor,
marginalised by economic developments as well as by the attack on the
Church, suffered most from these reforms. Rapid population growth
increased their problems still further. Popular upheaval from below, often
encouraged by the feudal nobility and the Church, became at this time a
feature of the Italian countryside.

The French invasions and occupations of the 1790s and 1800s also set
the scene for the Risorgimento. Bitter counter-revolutionary violence,
often reflecting the social and political divisions of the pre-revolutionary
era, characterised the French period in Northern and Southern Italy. In

11



addition, however, French rule brought many innovations. Particularly
during the Napoleonic period, the Italian economies became more closely
tied to the French economy, a process that damaged many domestic indus-
tries but that also helped to bring about infrastructural improvements. The
attack on the Church’s economic and political power was intensified.

Recent histories of French rule in Italy have emphasised the impact of
political, administrative and judicial reforms and the continuities between
the Napoleonic era and the Restoration. These reforms are seen to be deci-
sive in the formation of modern states in many parts of Italy. As a result,
the establishment of constitutions, the codification of laws and the mod-
ernisation of bureaucracies during the French period take on a greater sig-
nificance than before. Alfonso Scirocco argues, for example, that the intro-
duction of a new administrative system in the Kingdom of Naples perma-
nently altered the way in which relations between the state and civil soci-
ety were structured and understood. On the one hand, administrative cen-
tralisation was resented and resisted by local power-holders while, on the
other, the new bureaucratic arrangements created employment opportuni-
ties for new elites.1

As such, and throughout Italy, French rule created new sources of social
mobility and political tension. Administrative centralisation continued to
be a controversial issue long after the end of French rule. The ‘new men’
who entered the administrations during the Napoleonic period got a taste
of the political influence that had hitherto been confined to a more closed
elite. They were very reluctant to relinquish their power after Napoleon’s
defeat. The experiences of the French occupations also suggested that polit-
ical and economic change could lead to popular upheaval and counter-
revolutionary violence. As a recent study has pointed out, recurring fears
of the popular counter-revolution experienced in the French period con-
strained the actions of liberals and radicals in the Risorgimento.2

As well as being a harbinger of future tensions, the French occupation
dealt a severe blow to the structures of ancien régime governments. The
disruptions of foreign occupation, together with frequent alterations of
territorial frontiers, undermined their legitimacy. The growth of organised
political opposition during the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods was a
powerful indicator of subsequent political developments. After 1814,
movements of opposition began to appeal to nationalism and liberalism
against the Restoration states. The ideal of a ‘resurgent’ Italy was opposed
to an Italy controlled and constrained by foreign and domestic ‘autocrats’.
The growth and success of nationalism in Italy was, and would remain,
linked to Great Power rivalry and to political developments outside the
peninsula. 

The broad outlines of Risorgimento history between 1815 and 1860 are
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well known. In 1814/15, following the defeat of Napoleon, ancien régime
Europe and its rulers were ‘restored’ by the Congress of Vienna. This
restoration was, in Italy, strictly defined and controlled by the conservative
powers of Europe, and by Austria in particular. Placed under the domina-
tion of Metternich’s Austria, the restored Italian states reflected the opposi-
tion to constitutionalism and the desire to strengthen the moral and politi-
cal foundations of absolutism that was felt by the conservative powers at
the Congress of Vienna. The territorial settlement in Italy reflected also its
role as a ‘pawn’ in international diplomacy and, in particular, its signifi-
cance to French and Austrian rivalry. The principle of legitimate monarchi-
cal right, already challenged by the revolutionary experience, determined
the internal political restoration.

By the terms of the Vienna settlement, Lombardy and the former Vene-
tian Republic became part of the Austrian Empire, while the Grand Duchy
of Tuscany and the Central Italian Duchies of Modena and Parma were
ruled by members of the Austrian royal family (the Habsburg dynasty).
The Papal States were returned to the Pope and, in the South, the Kingdom
of Naples and the island of Sicily (called the ‘Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies’) were restored to the Bourbon King Ferdinando IV (who became
Ferdinando I). Both the Pope and Ferdinando I made concessions to Aus-
trian power in the peninsula. Ferdinando signed a permanent defensive
alliance with Austria, which gave Austria the effective right to intervene
militarily in the Two Sicilies. The Pope allowed the Austrian army to main-
tain a permanent garrison in Ferrara. The only Italian state that remained
relatively independent of Austria after 1815 was the Kingdom of Sardinia
(usually referred to as ‘Piedmont’ but also comprising Savoy, Liguria and
the island of Sardinia). Thanks to its strategic position on the French bor-
der, Piedmont served as an independent bulwark between the rival powers
of France and Austria, and was actually made stronger by the addition of
the Genoese Republic (see Map 1).

The attempt to establish domestic and international political stability
through the restoration of pre-revolutionary administrations did not go
unopposed. Not only in Italy, but also in France, Spain and the German
states, the legitimacy of ancien régime governments was challenged by
increasingly vocal constitutional and democratic movements. A whole
series of revolutionary disturbances took place in Europe between 1820
and 1848. In Italy, relatively minor revolutionary conspiracies and insurrec-
tions were usually easily dealt with but, during 1820 and 1821, more major
revolutions occurred in Piedmont and the Two Sicilies. A revolutionary
conspiracy in Central Italy during 1831 briefly overthrew Papal govern-
ment in parts of the Legations (the northern region of the Papal States). In
1848–9, a wave of popular revolution in Europe engulfed all the Italian
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states. These revolutions were eventually defeated too, partly as a result of
dissension within the revolutionary movements. Probably the decisive fac-
tor, however, was foreign intervention since the Austrian army was
involved in the repression of the 1820–1, 1831 and the 1848–9 revolutions.
Partly as a means of challenging Austrian power and partly in response to
domestic (Catholic) pressure, France became involved in the restoration of
Papal authority in 1831 and in 1848.

Nevertheless, the revolutions of 1848–9 did mark a turning-point in lib-
eral fortunes. One Italian state, Piedmont, maintained the constitution
granted by the king in 1848 and, from then on, its political development
diverged markedly from the rest of Italy. Although fairly restricted in
terms of its commitment to political change, the Piedmontese constitution
guaranteed basic liberal freedoms, such as the freedom of the press and
freedom of association and assembly. It also established a parliament,
albeit one based on a very narrow suffrage and with limited executive
power. Particularly after 1852, when the moderate liberal Count Camillo
Cavour became prime minister of Piedmont, parliament began success-
fully to assert its authority. A series of reforms liberalised the bureaucracy
and judiciary and effectively limited the power of the monarch and the
Church. Cavour also used parliamentary power to instigate far-reaching
economic and financial reform, and to strengthen the position of moderate
liberals within the political system. Finally, he used his skills as a diplo-
matic negotiator to promote the interests and prestige of Piedmont within
Europe.

The growing power of moderate liberals in Piedmont, and the notable
success of their economic and political reforms, significantly altered the
political climate and balance of power within Italy as a whole. Ten years
after the defeat of the 1848–9 revolutions, Piedmont fought a successful
war against Austria with French assistance. In 1859, the Austrian province
of Lombardy was united with Piedmont, although Venetia remained under
Austrian control until 1866. In early 1860, the Restoration governments of
Tuscany, Parma and Modena were overthrown, along with papal authority
in the Legations, to be replaced by moderate liberal administrations which
also declared union with Piedmont. In the Two Sicilies, the Bourbon
monarchy was also overthrown, this time by a popular army led by the
democrat Giuseppe Garibaldi who sought to unite Southern Italy with the
Northern state of Piedmont. Finally, the Papal States (excluding the area
around Rome which was guarded by a French garrison until 1870) fell to
the Piedmontese army, which marched south to meet Garibaldi’s volunteer
army. In March 1861, Vittorio Emanuele II, the king of Piedmont, was
declared king of a united Italy (see Map 2). In 1870, following the with-
drawal of French troops from Rome, the Italian army occupied the city.
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Rome finally became the capital of Italy (see Map 3). The Pope, however,
maintained an implacable opposition to the new state, proclaiming himself
(and his successors) to be a ‘prisoner of the Vatican’ and ordering Italian
Catholics not to participate in politics.

RESTORATION GOVERNMENT

Italy’s Restoration governments have traditionally been seen as the embod-
iment of a doomed attempt to recast the absolutist structures that had been
destroyed by the French Revolution. The alliance between the Restoration
governments and the Church, and the Restoration alliance with the conser-
vative Austrian Empire add to their reactionary and generally unsympa-
thetic image. The unification of Italy in 1859–60, following the defeat of
Austria by Piedmont and France and the internal collapse of the Restora-
tion states, casts an additional shadow of defeat and failure over these gov-
ernments. As a result of the defeat of Austria in 1859 and the victory of the
liberal-national movement, the liberal critique of Restoration government
became the official history of the Risorgimento. The political instability,
social upheaval and economic problems of the period 1815–60 were
explained as a struggle between progress, represented by Italian liberals,
and reaction, represented by the Restoration governments. The defeat/
collapse of Restoration governments in 1859–60 was attributed to their
pursuit of anachronistic economic policies, to their endorsement of clerical
obscurantism, to their brutal and ineffective treatment of popular unrest
and, above all, to their inability to embody the aspirations and expectations
of the resurgent Italian nation.

Even in the Marxist analyses that became popular in the 1950s and
1960s, this liberal interpretation of the Risorgimento in terms of a struggle
between progress and reaction had great force. Its advantage lay in how
much it could explain: the growth of a liberal movement could be linked to
the emergence of a capitalist economy and the rise of industrial society,
while the opposition of Restoration governments to liberalism could be
linked to the more general resistance of pre-capitalist elements to a change
in the mode of production. In this way, the establishment of a united, lib-
eral Italy seemed to be part of a more general epoch of ‘bourgeois
progress’ in Europe, an epoch that produced a political structure more
appropriate to the needs of capitalist accumulation.

One consequence of this implicit ‘Whiggish’ approach to the Italian
Risorgimento is that Restoration government has rarely been the main
focus of analysis. The liberal movement, the representative of progress,
has inevitably played a more significant role in Risorgimento narratives.
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For example, liberal opinion depicted Restoration Italy as dominated by a
conservative alliance of throne and altar which sustained clerical privileges
and religious corruption, and the nature of this alliance has often been
taken for granted by historians. The repression of popular unrest and the
establishment of surveillance networks against the revolutionary threat
can, in a similar way, be interpreted as evidence of reactionary attitudes
and regressive tendencies.

Risorgimento liberals criticised the economic policies of many Restora-
tion governments, particularly the maintenance of protectionist barriers
against foreign goods and the failure to improve the economic infrastruc-
ture. Historians have also seen these policies as crucial in explaining the
unpopularity of Restoration government. In Lombardy-Venetia, for exam-
ple, it was argued in liberal circles that the protectionist policies of the Aus-
trian Empire benefited Austria at the expense of local interests. High taxa-
tion was also considered to benefit the imperial treasury in Vienna by drain-
ing Lombardy-Venetia of its economic resources. The Marxist historian
Giorgio Candeloro echoes these views: the wealthy Italian provinces of
Lombardy-Venetia were indeed the ‘milch cow’ of the Austrian Empire,
victims of Austrian greed and European indifference.3 Hence—and Lom-
bardy-Venetia is merely the most visible of a number of cases—economic
issues explain the growing power of nationalist feeling in Italy. It also
becomes clear why the unification of Italy should be attributed to the inex-
orable logic of history. Italian unification appears to be part of a broader
European trend that saw the decline of multi-national Empires and regional
states, and the general consolidation of modern states around an idea of
national independence and nationhood.

The starting-point of ‘revisionist’ studies of Italy’s Restoration govern-
ments is that this distinction between progress and reaction is unhelpful
and unworkable. Out-and-out reaction was only attempted in a few spe-
cific places and periods, usually with dubious results. Moreover, recent
research has shown that much of the opposition that developed to Restora-
tion government was based, not on frustrated liberal demands, but on resis-
tance to their more ‘progressive’ and reforming policies, in particular their
policy of administrative modernisation. Revisionist historians in Italy have
used an analysis of these ‘progressive’ policies, and of the reasons why the
process of reform was ultimately unsuccessful, to establish a new research
agenda for the Risorgimento.

In an article on the origins of the Austrian administration of Lombardy-
Venetia, written in 1971, Marino Berengo describes accounts of Austrian
misgovernment as the ‘black myth’ of Risorgimento historiography.4
Berengo’s intervention coincided with a growing interest in the structures
and forms of Restoration government in Italy, and with a tendency to focus
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on aspects of Restoration government that did not impact directly on their
relations with liberal movements. The teleology of previous approaches to
Restoration government, which refer always to the liberal-national out-
come of the Risorgimento, has recently come in for a lot of criticism. Paolo
Pezzino challenges ‘popular’ historiographical approaches to the Bour-
bonn government of Southern Italy which consistently neglect the adminis-
trative reforms introduced by the Bourbons in Southern Italy. These
reforms have not, he argues, ‘acquired the status of an independent object
of research’, nor have the varieties of Restoration government ever been
studied in depth.5

The shift in emphasis towards Restoration government has led to a
reassessment of their policies. Historians of the Risorgimento have begun
to adopt an approach towards modern Italian history that emphasises the
problems of state formation. They use a model of state formation that
describes a process whereby rulers set themselves the tasks of administra-
tive centralisation and modernisation and of estab-n lishing effective rela-
tions with a rapidly evolving civil society. The previous, and crucial, dis-
tinction between progress and reaction has little relevance to this model,
and the causal link between socio-economic change and changes in the
political structure is also abandoned. The sources of instability in the ‘reac-
tionary’ Restoration states—administrative modernisation, relations
between centre and periphery and relations between state and civil society
—are also the problems of the liberal Italian state. Moreover, these prob-
lems were clearly not unique to Italy. The British, French and German
states were all destabilised by the rift between state and civil society. In
none of these countries were such problems overcome before the middle of
the nineteenth century.

Once the problems of Restoration government are seen as part of a more
general European experience, then assumptions about their commitment to
reaction can also be questioned. For example, the use of police surveil-
lance, censorship and military repression as a way of dealing with popular
and political unrest must be seen in a wider, European context. At least
until the middle of the century, censorship and military repression were the
norm in the majority of European states; there is, therefore, nothing excep-
tionally reactionary about Restoration Italy in this respect. The establish-
ment of formal or specialised surveillance bodies (specifically, police
forces) in Lombardy, Piedmont, the Papal States and the Two Sicilies was
a legacy of the Napoleonic era, not of the ancien régime. Again, the organi-
sation of such police forces in Italy was paralleled by developments else-
where in Europe.6

A glance at other European economies also throws a different light on
the economic performance of Restoration Italy. First, as Chapter 4 indi-
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cates more fully, assumptions about Italy’s economic ‘backwardness’ in
the first half of the century involve a set of unrealistic comparisons with
industrial Northern Europe. The kind of commercial and technological
infrastructure whose absence was so lamented by Italian liberals was rarely
to be found anywhere in Europe during this period. On the other hand, the
use of high protective tariffs was common to most European states in the
early part of the century. It was only in the 1850s that free trade or recipro-
cal trade agreements became a feature of the more rapidly developing
European economies, and made the maintenance of high tariff barriers by
Italy’s Restoration states look backward and reactionary. Moreover, the
use of heavy taxes on consumption to raise revenue, which proved so
unpopular in Lombardy-Venetia and the Two Sicilies, was common gov-
ernment policy throughout Europe and met with similar opposition.

In reality, determined attempts at ‘reaction’ to the French Revolution
were confined to specific rulers at specific times, most notably to King
Vittorio Emanuele I of Piedmont and to Duke Francesco IV of Modena in
the immediate Restoration period, and to Papal rule between 1823 and
1846. It is worth while looking at these cases in detail, since they do indi-
cate the limitations of a reactionary policy. The Restoration government of
Piedmont between 1814 and 1821 is perhaps the most striking example of
reaction at work. Alberto Aquarone has described the process whereby,
following Vittorio Emanuele I’s return to Piedmont in 1814, the King
abrogated all Napoleonic legislation and reinstated ancien régime legisla-
tion with one single decree.7 Duke Francesco IV took similar measures in
Modena. In both these states, a purge of the administrative and judicial
personnel, whose numbers had been greatly expanded in the Napoleonic
period to include members of the middle classes, was carried out. All the
officials who had served in the Napoleonic Kingdom of Italy were dis-
missed by Francesco IV of Modena, who proceeded to fill the upper eche-
lons of his bureaucracy with members of the old nobility. In Piedmont,
Vittorio Emanuele’s minister Cerruti restored all the pre-Napoleonic office
holders to their posts, using the Savoy court almanac of 1798 as his guide.
If an official had died in the interim, he could be replaced by his son.
Hereditary privilege thus replaced the Napoleonic criteria of talent and
training as the means of accession and promotion to the higher ranks of the
bureaucracy. The Piedmontese army, a stronghold of Napoleonic ‘new
men’, was also purged.

The economic and social policies pursued by Vittorio Emanuele’s gov-
ernment can also be described as reactionary: internal and external barriers
to trade were erected, old trade corporations and guilds were revived and
feudal structures such as primogeniture and fedecommesso were reintro-
duced. The old judicial system, with its privileges and special jurisdictions,
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replaced the Napoleonic codes. The political, as well as the religious,
union of throne and altar was re-affirmed. Control of education was
handed back to the Church, and the return of the Jesuits was welcomed in
both Piedmont and Modena. Eighteenth-century laws against Jews, restrict-
ing their property rights and confining them to ghettos, were also reinstated.

Another attempt to return to the ancien régime was made in the Papal
States after the election to Pope of the arch-reactionary Leone XII in 1823.
Leone XII, and his successors Pio VIII and Gregorio XVI, represented the
reactionary group known as the ‘zealots’. The Church’s hold over the
bureaucracy, education and culture was tightened during the reign of these
Popes. Religious persecution was intensified. A papal encyclical in 1824
condemned all forms of tolerance (tollerantismo). Strict censorship was
imposed and movements of opposition were repressed using force.8

It is significant, however, that in such cases where reactionaries suc-
ceeded in determining the direction of policy, their efforts to restore the
ancien régime generally ended in failure. Political instability, rather than
the return to order hoped for in 1815, was the more common outcome.
With the exception of 1848–9, when revolutionary disturbances occurred
throughout Italy, revolutions occured precisely in those states (Piedmont,
Modena, the Papal States) where more reactionary policies had been pur-
sued. In this most basic way, reaction was not a success, exacerbating
rather than resolving the gulf with civil society and increasing the isolation
of ruling elites.

These attempts at reaction proved counter-productive not only (or even
primarily) because of the extent of opposition but also because the disman-
tling of Napoleonic political structures was virtually self-defeating. The
Napoleonic administrations set up in Northern Italy had been designed to
guarantee centralised direction and efficient government. By abolishing
them, Restoration governments destroyed a vital instrument of power and
political control. Aquarone shows, for example, that the eighteenth-
century legal and judicial system that Cerruti attempted to restore to Pied-
mont in 1814 had been on the point of collapse long before the French
invasions. Moreover, in purging the army and bureaucracy Cerruti
deprived these institutions of their most able men.9 The dismissal or demo-
tion of Napoleonic officials and army officers also created considerable
discontent and led to political agitation.

In fact, elsewhere in Italy, and perhaps most notably in the Austrian
kingdom of Lombardy-Venetia, an attempt was made to reconcile abso-
lutist political structures with the need for political innovation. ‘Amalgama-
tion’ was a policy actively encouraged by Metternich, who consistently
sought to prevent reactionaries from coming to power in Italy. Amalgama-
tion consisted of an attempt to combine the eighteenth-century principles
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of enlightened absolutism with the administrative and political modernisa-
tion of the Napoleonic era to create what historians, borrowing a term from
Napoleonic France, call ‘administrative monarchies’. These administrative
monarchies were based on the principle that an efficient, modern bureau-
cracy and a centralised administration were crucial to the establishment of
absolute authority. Many Restoration governments also accepted that eco-
nomic development was essential to political stability.

After a brief period of reaction during the Restoration of 1814–15, a
policy of ‘amalgamation’ was pursued by Cardinal Consalvi in the Papal
States (before the accession of Leone XII in 1823), and by the government
ministers Fossombroni in Tuscany and Medici in the Two Sicilies. Encour-
aged by Metternich, all these ministers attempted to create more uniform
and centralised administrations and to take account of revolutionary ideas
and innovations. The personnel of the Napoleonic and ancien régime
administrations was amalgamated in an effort to find the most capable and
loyal officials. In Naples in 1815, the Austrian government intervened to
block the reactionary policies of the Principe di Canosa and to enforce
Medici’s policy of conciliation and reform. Consalvi made a strong (if
failed) attempt to open up the Papal bureaucracy to lay officials. Other
areas of amalgamation included the judicial system and public education.
Many states also embarked upon a substantial programme of public works;
the governments of Lombardy-Venetia, Tuscany and the Two Sicilies also
helped to encourage economic growth in specific regions.

Alan Reinerman has described how, after the revolutionary upheavals of
the early 1830s, Metternich again attempted to broaden support for
Restoration politics in Italy through what was called ‘consultationary
monarchy’. First proposed through the European powers’ Memorandum of
1831, which pressed for administrative and legal reforms in the Papal
States, ‘consultationary monarchy’ was based on the Austrian system of
congregations, already in force in Lombardy-Venetia, Tuscany and Parma.
This system was an amalgam of the eighteenth-century Austrian model
and the Napoleonic model. Metternich proposed the establishment of a
hierarchical system of communal, provincial and central councils with the
task of presenting local demands and opinions to the central government.10

These councils could include new, as well as more established, social and
economic interests. They would thus perform a representative function and
obviate, Metternich hoped, the need for more formal representative institu-
tions such as elections and parliaments. In this way, ‘consultationary
monarchy’ was a further attempt to modernise political absolutism through
internal administrative reform. In Piedmont and the Two Sicilies state
councils along the lines proposed by Metternich were established during
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the 1830s. Following the election of Pope Pio IX in 1846, a state council
was established in Rome as well.

Outside Lombardy-Venetia, the two most notable experiments in consul-
tationary monarchy took place in the Papal States (after 1846) and in Pied-
mont during the reign of Carlo Alberto (1831–49). In the two years
between 1846 and 1848, the new Pope Pio IX introduced major administra-
tive changes, granted amnesties to political prisoners, dissolved the special
commission in the Legations and relaxed the controls on the press. The
anti-Jewish laws were also relaxed. A programme of public works was
ordered, measures were taken to relieve the severe famine prevailing in the
Papal States and a customs union with Tuscany and Piedmont was con-
cluded. These reforms created great excitement, especially in liberal
national circles where the possibility of papal support was given a huge
welcome. Interestingly, however, the pace of reform was too fast for Met-
ternich, who found the new Pope ‘lacking in all practical sense’.11

In the previously ‘reactionary’ state of Piedmont, a longer and more con-
certed process of reform was also embarked upon after 1831. The reign of
Carlo Alberto has been the subject of an important ‘revisionist’ study by
Narcisso Nada. Nada shows that it was under Carlo Alberto that
Napoleonic penal and civil codes were produced, central and local adminis-
trations were reformed and the army was reorganised. Moreover, he argues
that Carlo Alberto’s financial, economic and educational reforms of the
1840s began the process of change that was to transform the Piedmontese
economy in the 1850s. A railway line was built by the state between Turin
and Genoa, and Piedmont’s high tariff barriers were reduced. Feudalism
was abolished in Sardinia as part of a fairly substantial package of reforms
designed to improve conditions in the island.12 More generally, during the
1830s and early 1840s, several (unsuccessful) attempts were made to estab-
lish an Italian customs union along the lines of the German Zollverein and
to co-operate over the construction of a ‘national’ railway network.

Such efforts to maintain a balance between the establishment of absolute
authority and the need for reform or ‘modernisation’ also extended to reli-
gion and the Church. Outside the Papal States, few of the Concordats
signed between the restored regimes and the Church totally restored the
pre-revolutionary powers of the Church or sought to reverse the seculariza-
tion introduced by Napoleon. In Europe as a whole, according to Owen
Chadwick, ‘the word Restoration bore only a very partial truth in the
Roman Catholic Church’.13 In fact, Chadwick detects the beginning of a
split between Church and state in Italy in the changes introduced by
Restoration governments, and not simply in the secular policies of Liberal
Italy. The Restoration Concordats, however morally conservative and
unpopular with liberals, actually confirmed the pre-eminent role of the
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state in civil society and the end of many clerical privileges. It is, for exam-
ple, worth noting that after 1815 control of censorship in Lombardy-
Venetia and the Two Sicilies was exercised by the state, not by the Church.
The 1818 Concordat with Naples abolished clerical immunities and the
crown was allowed to nominate all bishops.

THE FAILURE OF ADMINISTRATIVE MONARCHY

A distinction should be made between the more reactionary administra-
tions of a Leone XII or a Vittorio Emanuele I and those administrations,
best represented by conservative reformers such as Consalvi in the Papal
States or Medici in the Two Sicilies, that attempted to amalgamate tradi-
tion and innovation to create administrative monarchies based on a form of
modernised absolutism. This distinction suggests there is no single expla-
nation for the collapse of Restoration government in Italy. It suggests, in
particular, that previous explanations for the collapse of Restoration gov-
ernment—the persistence of a reactionary alliance with the Church, hostil-
ity to economic growth and to new class interests—cannot explain why
these attempts at ‘amalgamation’ failed. In fact, conservative reformers in
the Restoration states were undermined, not by their resistance to change,
but by their failure to establish an effective middle way between reaction
and revolution. 

One symptom of the crisis of ‘amalgamation’ in the Restoration states
was the inability of conservative reformers to carry out an effective pro-
cess of administrative reform. Marco Meriggi argues that the expulsion of
Napoleonic ‘new men’ from the Lombard bureaucracy, and the restriction
thereafter of high positions in the administration to members of the aristoc-
racy, greatly increased the unpopularity of the Habsburg regime among the
new middle class.14 He also suggests, however, that the nobility expected
far more from Austrian rule. Trying to mediate between middle-class and
aristocratic interests, the administration was compromised in the process.
The system of congregations, in particular, satisfied neither one class nor
the other.15 Paolo Pezzino shows how, in Sicily, Bourbon attempts at
administrative modernisation were undermined by the combined resis-
tance of the bourgeoisie and nobility.16 According to Franco Rizzi, in parts
of the Papal States local power-holders also successfully resisted the
administrative initiatives of the central government.17

The above examples suggest that administrative reform, by offending
both established and new interests, could create as many problems as it
solved. It has been recognised for a long time that resentment of central
government, and a profound dislike of the privileges and corruption of the
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Bourbon capital, lay behind the support given to revolution in the Two
Sicilies in 1820. The growth of liberal and republican opposition move-
ments in the Legations (against Rome), in Genoa (against Turin) and in
Livorno (against Florence) has also often been attributed to a desire for
local autonomy. Liberal sentiments and/or class interests played a less
important role in the development of opposition movements than regional
resentments and administrative tensions between centre and periphery.

The need to maintain territorial integrity constrained and undermined
the process of conservative reform. Pezzino suggests that the alliance
between bourgeoisie and nobility in some areas of Sicily frustrated eco-
nomic reform and administrative centralisation.18 His research indicates
that effective political power in the South was retained by local power-
holders, who actually strengthened themselves vis-à-vis the central gov-
ernment through the incorporation of bourgeois elements and the manipula-
tion of reforming legislation. Thus, despite significant conflicts within
communities (which are discussed in the next chapter), what John Davis
calls ‘the private exercise of public power’ remained a prominent feature
of political and social development in the South.19

All these factors suggest that ‘reaction’ could be less unpopular than
‘modernisation’. The failure to achieve a balance between competing inter-
ests is evident in other areas too. For instance, Bourbon land reforms alien-
ated the old nobility without satisfying the demands of the agrarian bour-
geoisie. Furthermore, if liberals were offended by the levels of political
surveillance, other groups were equally alarmed by the failure of many
Restoration states to guarantee law and order, protect property or police
the people effectively. In areas of frequent peasant unrest (the Southern
and Sicilian latifundia, the Venetian plain) local power-holders tended to
demand more, rather than less, repression. Once again, however, it is clear
that central government responses were undermined by the lack of control
over local areas. The work of Pezzino on Sicily and of Lavan on Venetia
indicates that these Restoration governments had in common the problem
of recruiting loyal and trained personnel to act as police officers or serve in
local bureaucracies.

The process of policy implementation in Restoration Italy, whereby the
decisions of central governments were carried out by their local representa-
tives, merits far more attention than it has so far received from historians
of the Risorgimento. In this process, the role played by inefficient bureau-
cracies and by a set of unresolved financial crises may well have been
more important in destabilising Restoration governments than frustrated
demands for liberal reform. Moreover, if the example of Lombardy-
Venetia is at all indicative, bureaucratic and financial problems seem to
have thwarted the process of decision-making within central government
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as well. Lavan shows how, in the case of Venetia, debates about reform
could become interminable, and how effective action was often frustrated
by the lack of adequate information.20 It is perhaps in this way that the
absence of more institutionalised channels of representation (through elec-
tions and parliaments), or of a free press, posed the greatest problems. The
process of ‘consulting’ society in Restoration Italy was slow, inefficient
and frequently unrepresentative; governments were unable to respond to
new economic interests because they did not know what these interests
were. The systems of congregations (which were often in practice domi-
nated by the old nobility) seem to have produced excessive bureaucratisa-
tion rather than a responsive and modern central administration.

Conservative reformers in the Restoration states were, on the whole,
unable to establish a broad consensus for reform. It is also worth noting
that they did little to organise their generally strong basis of support
amongst the peasantry. Popular counter-revolutionary militias, such as the
calderai in the Two Sicilies and the centurions in the Papal States, were
organised, but they tended to be used by reactionaries rather than by con-
servative reformers. Reinerman points out that conservative reformers
greatly feared popular militias. Any form of popular militia was believed
to be unreliable and inherently unstable, a threat to social order and a chal-
lenge to the legitimacy of the state.21

The tensions between state and civil society created by administrative
modernisation also gave rise to conflict within the governments them-
selves. Both Meriggi’s study of the Lombard administration and Lavan’s
study of Venetia indicate the extent to which conflicts of interest within
these administrations undermined the process of reform. Undoubtedly the
most crucial factor frustrating reform was the hostility between conserva-
tive reformers and reactionaries. For a brief period after the Naples revolu-
tion of 1820, the notoriously reactionary Prince of Canosa was made minis-
ter of police and led a ‘White Terror’ against the liberals.22 Cardinal Con-
salvi’s efforts between 1814 and 1823 to create a more up-to-date adminis-
tration for the Papal States were attacked by the reactionary zealots led by
Severoli and Pacca. After the zealots gained the upper hand with the elec-
tion of Leone XII to the Papacy, Consalvi was dismissed and his reforms
revoked. Even Prospero Balbo’s timid attempts at legislative reform in
Piedmont during 1819–20 were rejected by an alliance of reactionaries led
by the King.

The idea of ‘administrative monarchy’ was always controversial and
never gained widespread acceptance. Despite pressure from the European
Powers, Pope Gregorio XVI simply rejected all calls for reform in the
Papal States. He refused to open access to the higher posts of the Papal
bureaucracy or to consider any reduction in ecclesiastical privileges. At the
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same time, demands for reform went unsatisfied and pressure for more
radical change built up. As a result, conservative reformers in the Papal
States and elsewhere found themselves fighting a battle on two fronts:
against reactionaries for whom their policies were dangerously radical and
against revolutionaries for whom their policies were too timid.23

In turn, the economic and social crisis of the mid-1840s over-whelmed
the process of conservative reform. After the 1848 revolutions, conserva-
tive reformers were marginalised as all the Restoration governments (apart
from Piedmont) adopted more reactionary policies. Strict censorship was
imposed and more elaborate spy networks were established; many revolu-
tionaries from 1848 were summarily tried and executed. Repression, in this
period, destroyed all attempts at amalgamation and compromise. Govern-
ment efforts to establish systems of economic or commercial co-operation
were abandoned. 

CONCLUSION

Conservative reformers in the Restoration governments tended to oscillate
between old and new, producing a weak and often inconsistent process of
reform. The kinds of political compromises they sought were inherently
difficult to reach or to implement. Internal conflicts within administrations,
the lack of adequate representative structures, unwieldy bureaucracies and
tensions between centre and periphery all undermined conservative reform
in Restoration Italy.

None of these structural problems, however, can fully explain why con-
servative reform became untenable. Two additional factors, often
neglected by revisionist historians, need to be considered. First, as men-
tioned above, the social and economic crisis of the 1840s, culminating in
the 1848 revolutions, gave the upper hand in the Restoration states to reac-
tionaries. Second, a changing international climate favoured liberal-
national movements and undermined the legitimacy of Restoration gov-
ernments. Restoration Italy did not simply sink under the weight of its
internal contradictions but was actually defeated by an international coali-
tion of Powers directly primarily against Austria. This failure (or inability)
of Restoration governments to pursue independent and successful foreign
policies played a crucial role in their downfall.

Despite all these problems, it is worth noting that one of the govern-
ments which had introduced effective reforms before 1848, and which per-
haps came closest to the ideal of an ‘administrative monarchy’, did survive
the traumas of 1848–9 and was able to manipulate the international situa-
tion to its own advantage. It is in the context of finding a ‘middle way’
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between reform and reaction, of establishing a stable and broadly accept-
able process of political and administrative modernisation, that the experi-
ence of Piedmont after 1849 is so significant. Piedmont had the advantage,
not shared by other Restoration states, of relative independence from Aus-
tria and France. This independence gave the government an opportunity
(gravely overestimated by Carlo Alberto in 1848–9 but cleverly used by
Cavour in the 1850s) to attract nationalist support for the regime through
an anti-Austrian foreign policy. In domestic policy too, the Piedmontese
government managed to achieve a more permanent degree of institutional
stability and bureaucratic modernisation. Since Carlo Alberto’s govern-
ment included many conservative reformers and comparatively few reac-
tionaries, a stable consensus in favour of reform was gradually established.
As a result, the programme of reform pursued under Carlo Alberto could
be implemented quite rapidly and was able to attract a limited amount of
suppport from the middle class and the liberal nobility. Consequently—
and this is perhaps the crucial difference between Piedmont and the other
Restoration states—the liberal commitment to reform in Piedmont also
came to involve a commitment to the Savoy monarchy.

During the 1850s, the Piedmontese prime minister Cavour was able to
expand this programme to achieve a new and dynamic ‘amalgam’ of abso-
lutism and liberalism, one that represented a viable alternative both to
Restoration government and to republican nationalism. Like conservative
reformers, moderate liberals feared revolutionary violence and believed in
establishing a ‘middle way’ between revolution and reaction. In addition,
however, moderate liberals recognised that a constitution that placed legal
limits to absolute power, and a parliament that secured effective representa-
tion, were essential to establishing an effective and sustainable process of
political change. It was precisely this constitutional alternative, embodied
by Piedmont, that was able to bring about the downfall of Restoration gov-
ernment elsewhere in Italy. In a sense, it could be argued that Restoration
Italy did succeed in reforming itself as liberal Piedmont, which survived to
reshape the structures of the rest of the peninsula in its political image.

Conservative reformers in the other Restoration states had also taken on
the task of building a modern centralised state with an efficient, loyal
bureaucracy and some form of territorial control, but they had not suc-
ceeded. They failed because they did not extend representation sufficiently
to those segments of society whose support was vital and because they did
not establish an independent foreign policy. Under attack from the Left
and despised by the Right, faced with economic and territorial difficulties
and a growing financial crisis, these conservative reformers proved
unequal to the task that faced them. By the 1850s, with their reform pro-
grammes in tatters, the Restoration governments had become isolated
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internationally, unpopular internally and were unable to co-operate with
each other.

However, the failure of conservative reform in Italy before 1860 meant
that the challenge facing Risorgimento liberals was not simply one of oust-
ing the reactionary ‘foes’ of liberty and nationhood. Having done this, they
also needed to resolve the political contradictions that had overwhelmed
the Restoration states. In this sense, the solution of a united Italy was
hardly a solution at all. All that Italian liberals had achieved, in reality, was
the establishment of a broad but basic consensus in favour of reform. They
had still to make firm and stable administrative links between the new state
and civil society, find a cohesive basis of social support and assert Italy’s
independence abroad. They had to overcome the municipal and regional
loyalties that had undermined the reforming initiatives of much smaller
states before 1860, and they had to build a new set of national institutions
as well as a clear sense of national identity. Finally, they had somehow to
mend the immensely damaging rift with the Church which was the direct
result of national unification. In this way, the internal political struggles
that lay at the heart of the Risorgimento were also, and were perhaps most
fundamentally, a struggle against the realities of Italy itself.
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3

The Risorgimento and Italian
society

BOURGEOISIE AND ARISTOCRACY

There is a long tradition that identifies the Italian Risorgimento with both
the aspirations and the material interests of the bourgeoisie. In part, this
tradition reflects broader historical interpretations that identify the nine-
teenth century with ‘bourgeois progress’ and, in part, it reflects political
controversies within Italy. A non-political approach to the Risorgimento,
which explains national unification in terms of social and economic devel-
opments, has much to recommend it. It provides, above all, a point of
departure from the idealist traditions of Risorgimento historiography,
which stressed the political, military or diplomatic actions of a small elite
and underestimated material considerations and constraints. Yet this identi-
fication of the Risorgimento with bourgeois revolution suffers from acute
definitional problems. Who were the Italian middle classes? How and
when did they carry out a ‘bourgeois revolution’? For many historians of
the Risorgimento working within this framework, the Italian experience
can only be explained as a case of ‘failed bourgeois revolution’, or as a
deviation from liberal middle-class norms.

According to Luciano Cafagna, the idea of the Risorgimento as a ‘bour-
geois revolution’ can be traced to an article written in 1890 by Francesco
Saverio Merlino.1 Merlino, an anarchist, argued that the conflict between
peasantry and bourgeoisie, and between bourgeoisie and aristocracy, was
fundamental to understanding the outcome of national unification in Italy.
Later, in the first decades of the twentieth century, a number of historians
began to emphasise the role played by economic factors in the Risorgi-
mento. In 1920, Giuseppe Prato published an important study of the eco-
nomic and social background to Cavour’s (and Piedmont’s) political suc-
cess. For Prato, the achievements of moderate liberals in Piedmont could
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be explained by reference to the formation of a new agrarian bourgeoisie in
the years after 1815.2 In addition, this kind of class analysis began to be
used to explain the dualism between Northern and Southern Italy. Raffaele
Ciasca, for example, emphasised the internal social barriers to change in
the South.3 The absence of an industrial or commercial bourgeoisie, and
the continuing domination of feudal elements, also explained the different
political development of Southern Italy in the nineteenth century.

The emergence of this non-political approach to the Risorgimento was
strengthened, and also made more controversial, by the publication in 1934
of Kent Greenfield’s Economics and Liberalism in the Risorgimento.
Focusing on Lombardy, Greenfield emphasised the links between eco-
nomic development and social change, on the one hand, and the spread of
liberal-national ideas, on the other.4 Greenfield’s research on Lombardy
led him to conclude that the strongest impetus for the Risorgimento in this
region came, not from the bourgeoisie, but from landowners and intellectu-
als who were often aristocrats. For Greenfield, in other words, the Risorgi-
mento was not a bourgeois revolution at all. Lombard merchants and
entrepreneurs were, in Greenfield’s analysis, fundamentally conservative
and wedded to traditional habits. He pointed to their tendency to invest in
land, the traditional source of power and status, as evidence for the lack of
entrepreneurial activity in Lombardy. These merchants remained, in David
Lo Romer’s words, ‘largely passive in a changing world’.5

A pervasive sense of the ‘peculiarities’ of the Italian bourgeoisie
became fundamental to class analyses of the Risorgimento, even to those
analyses that rejected Greenfield’s approach and emphasised the essen-
tially bourgeois character of the Risorgimento. Studies of the middle class
in Central and Southern Italy, published in the post-war period, also found
evidence for this tendency to maintain close ties with the land and adopt a
hostile attitude to change.

Undoubtedly the most powerful impetus for the idea of the Risorgi-
mento as a ‘failed bourgeois revolution’ comes from the historical writings
of Antonio Gramsci. Gramsci saw a series of weaknesses in the process of
unification in Italy, weaknesses that he attributed to the inability of the
bourgeoisie to lead a successful revolutionary struggle against the ancien
régime. ‘The Italian bourgeoisie’, he wrote, ‘was incapable of uniting the
people around itself, and this was the cause of its defeat and the interrup-
tions in its development.’6 The lack of revolutionary leadership by the Ital-
ian bourgeoisie meant that the Risorgimento lacked a mass following and,
in particular, lacked a following among the largest section of the Italian
population—the peasantry. The Risorgimento was, to use Gramsci’s term,
a ‘passive revolution’ or a revolution without mass participation. The bour-
geoisie in Italy, unlike its counterparts elsewhere in Europe, had not been
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strong enough to overthrow the existing, feudal order and had, instead,
sought a moderate compromise with it.

As a result of the ‘passive revolution’, bourgeois rule in Italy could not
be ‘hegemonic’ (based on intellectual, cultural or moral leadership) but
had instead to rely on ‘domination’ (on the state’s use of coercion). Rela-
tions between North and South were also determined by the ‘domination’
of Piedmont. Gramsci’s Italian bourgeoisie was not a successful class.
Italy’s bourgeois revolution was a failure in comparison to the French Rev-
olution, and political leadership in the Risorgimento was inadequate by
comparison to Jacobin leadership in France. If the Jacobins had, as Gram-
sci puts it, ‘created the bourgeois state [and] made the bourgeoisie into the
leading, hegemonic class of the nation’, Risorgimento revolutionaries had
done neither of these things.7

Gramsci’s analysis of the shortcomings of class struggle and revolution-
ary leadership in the Risorgimento relies heavily on a model, derived
largely from the French Revolution and more indirectly from the British
experience of liberal democracy. Although liberal historians disagreed
with Gramsci, and followed Greenfield in pointing to the aristocratic pres-
ence in Risorgimento politics, a general consensus was reached about the
links between social, economic and political change as an explanation of
Italy’s development in the nineteenth century. The importance of class
(whether bourgeoisie, aristocracy or peasantry) and class conflict is implic-
itly accepted in many historical debates about the nature of the Risorgi-
mento. A class analysis seems to explain the high levels of popular unrest
in Italy, both before and after unification. The differences between North
and South (whether economic or political) can also be explained using a
class analysis.

Gramsci’s approach also fits in well with a broader Marxist interpreta-
tion that identifies the rise of the European bourgeoisie with the ‘dual’ eco-
nomic and political revolution and, specifically, with industrialisation and
liberalism. Eric Hobsbawm, the leading proponent of this interpretation,
writes that

the bourgeoisie of the third quarter of the nineteenth century was over-
whelmingly ‘liberal’…. They believed in capitalism, in competitive
private enterprise, technology, science and reason. They believed in
progress, in a certain amount of representative government, [and] a cer-
tain amount of civil rights and liberties.8

As such, the failure of the bourgeoisie to rise to power in Italy is placed in
the wider context of the failure of the ‘dual revolution’ there as well. The

30 THE ITALIAN RISORGIMENTO



attractions of this kind of analysis are, as already discussed in the previous
chapter, that it appears to explain so much.

However, this identification of the bourgeoisie with capitalism, industri-
alisation and liberalism and, thus, with the ‘dual revolution’ in Europe has
been steadily eroded in recent years. First, a huge amount of research on
the European bourgeoisie has revealed the enormous diversity of bour-
geois activities and bourgeois ‘types’. The term ‘bourgeois’ no longer
refers merely to economic activity or, in particular, to an involvement with
industry. Instead, the term is often used as a definition of status or to
describe a set of ideas or cultural norms. In this broader definition of the
middle class, far more attention is paid to the role played by the profes-
sions, or more generally by the non-business world, in promoting middle-
class values or interests. The attention that has been paid to the petite bour-
geoisie also points to the existence of internal hierarchies and different
activities within the ranks of the middle classes. In Italy, the bourgeoisie
are now more often referred to as the ceti medi or ‘middle orders’, a cate-
gory that refers to status rather than to economic function.9 Equally, it is
possible to talk of ‘notables’ or ‘ruling elites’—also non-economic cate-
gories and ones that draw no rigid distinction between the aristocracy and
the middle orders.

In this context, the anomalous features of the Italian middle classes,
such as its tendency to invest in land or to blend with the old aristocracy,
no longer seem like anomalies at all. Even the political attitudes and politi-
cal development of the middle classes in Italy now seem, if anything, to
reflect broader trends. As Arno Mayer suggests, the political subordination
of the middle class to the aristocracy was characteristic of most European
states until the final years of the nineteenth century.10 In other words,
Mayer’s analysis suggests a lack of simultaneity between the dual eco-
nomic and political revolutions. Geoffrey Eley has recently taken this
argument one step further and attempted to dismantle the analytical connec-
tions between the emergence of bourgeois civil society, the development
of industrial capitalism and the establishment of a liberal parliamentary
regime. Marxist accounts of the ‘dual revolution’ (failed or otherwise)
have, he argues, confused and conflated these two experiences which, ana-
lytically and empirically, should be treated as independent processes.11

The proliferation, over the last decade, of studies of the Italian middle
classes has reflected, and contributes to, this broader reassessment in Euro-
pean history. Once ‘more widely blamed than studied’, in John Davis’s
words, the Italian middle classes have now moved to the centre of histori-
cal analysis.12 The teleology of previous studies, with their focus on the
failings of the Italian bourgeoisie and the failure of national unification,
has been replaced by an approach that emphasises the breadth and diver-
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sity of the Italian ‘middle orders’ and avoids privileging those groups
involved in liberal or nationalist politics. Rather than being assessed in
terms of their success or failure as a ‘ruling class’, the activities of the Ital-
ian middle classes are now viewed as part of a much broader process of
change and modernisation. In this context, the link between the Italian
middle classes and Italian unification seems very tenuous. Furthermore,
the continuities in activities, attitudes and behaviour between Risorgi-
mento middle classes and post-unification middle classes seem greatly to
outweigh the discontinuities.

An important source of power and status throughout Restoration Italy
and, later, in Liberal Italy too, was the state. Marco Meriggi argues that, in
the absence of industrialisation, the attempt to establish modern administra-
tive and juridical systems was the most important cause of social change in
this period. In Italy, he suggests, a ‘humanistic’ bourgeoisie made up of
different local groups emerged, tied together only by their participation in
public institutions.13 Employment in the bureaucracy was a source of
social formation, particularly for university graduates, providing in the
long run a basis for professional class formation in Italy.

However, since most of the Restoration states continued to restrict
access into the highest ranks of the bureaucracy, arguably more significant
employment opportunities were provided by local administrations. Per-
haps above all in the Southern Italian provinces and in Sicily, employment
in local administration and involvement in local politics provided an impor-
tant measure of status and social mobility. For the large number of gradu-
ates produced by Southern universities, and often for merchants and
landowners as well, a position in the local administration was the easiest
means of acquiring wealth, status and security. The powers allocated to
local administration—the control over taxation, public works, bureaucratic
appointments and, crucially, over the partition of common land—offered
to those in charge significant opportunities for patronage and for the direct
accumulation of private wealth. Giarrizzo shows how the provincial bour-
geoisie of Southern Italy was able in this period to establish autonomous
sources of power through the exercise of local administrative tasks.14

Nor was this purely a Southern phenomenon. The work of Banti and
Malatesta on the behaviour of agrarian elites in the Po Valley after unifica-
tion indicates the extent to which, in the North as well, involvement in
local politics was a vital means of establishing networks of power and
influence.15

Thus, to some extent, political rather than economic change produced
social mobility in many parts of Italy. However, revisionist history does
not exclude entirely the impact of economic change on social structures
but attempts to indicate instead how all these different processes affected
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each other, focusing often on the local or regional context. Politics and the
professions, as well as agriculture, trade and industry, were all overlapping
bases for the formation of new elites. The most obvious manifestation of
these changes was the transformation of land ownership. The rapid eco-
nomic decline of the Venetian nobility during the eighteenth century and
after, led to the transfer of land on a large scale to merchants, bankers and
rentiers. In Sicily, a similar crisis amongst the old aristocracy meant that
an increasing amount of land was owned by its former rent collectors. The
sale of church and common land also increased the amount of land avail-
able for purchase. Thus, in commercial centres such as Milan and Turin,
and in ports like Livorno and Catania, wealthy merchants bought up this
land as a means of acquiring security and status. For similar reasons, rich
bureaucrats and lawyers from the major administrative towns also tended
to invest widely in property.

Although those who bought land in Venetia and Sicily tended to adopt
the traditional practices and social habits of their departed predecessors,
this was never invariably the case. Paul Ginsborg argues that the major
social distinction that emerged in the Venetian countryside in the early
nineteenth century was based, not on class, but on the difference ‘between
those who were trying to introduce more efficient and often clearly capital-
ist methods into agriculture and those who were not’.16 Elsewhere, espe-
cially in the silk-growing regions and in Tuscany and Umbria, the new
landowners tended to be both more culturally and socially innovative and
more economically enterprising. Frequently, however, members of the old
nobility were at the forefront of experimentation and innovation. For
instance, before becoming involved in liberal politics during the 1840s,
both Bettino Ricasoli and Camillo Cavour led attempts to improve produc-
tion methods on their ancestral estates. Ricasoli also set up road-building
schemes and schemes to house and educate the peasants on his land.

During the nineteenth century, and numerous setbacks notwithstanding,
these new elites steadily accumulated wealth. Various strategies were
adopted in order to build up capital, status and power but probably the
most important mechanism—or at least the one that has been most
researched by historians—was the family. If land ownership continued in
this period to be the most significant measure of wealth, then family ties
and inheritance were the means by which this wealth was secured and
increased. The reliance on land ownership and the use of kinship structures
by the middle classes has been taken by some historians to be evidence of
its feudal habits and atavistic attitudes. However, the more recent work of
Banti and Malatesta suggests that such apparently traditional practices
were often used as a means of promoting specifically middle-class interests.

These kinds of strategies also often provided a means of ‘fusing’ with
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old aristocratic families. This process of ‘fusion’ with the aristocracy is
now seen by many historians of the Italian middle classes as an indication
of their dynamic and enterprising qualities. It was, above all, in the major
cities, where the greatest opportunities for social ties with traditional elites
existed, that the process of ‘fusion’ between aristocracy and middle classes
into a broad ruling elite took place most rapidly. Educational, cultural and
philanthropic societies, agricultural and scientific organisations, as well as
more explicitly economic bodies such as chambers of commerce, were
established and attracted an increasingly diverse membership. Anthony
Cardoza describes how, by the 1830s, a more cosmopolitan group in Turin
(led by Cavour, Salmour, Alfieri and Nigra) had begun to seek open associ-
ational networks between the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy. This new
associational culture was often explicitly modelled on the examples set by
Paris and London.17 Milan, in particular, developed as a major cultural and
intellectual centre at this time and its liveliness led many contemporaries to
compare the city to Paris.

In the absence of effective political representation, a parallel public
space based on clubs and journals often developed. According to Banti and
Meriggi, a ‘profound change in the ways in which social space was put to
use’ occurred.18 This bourgeois, secular ‘public sphere’, which developed
rapidly during the 1830s and 1840s, revolved around clubs, cafés, theatres
and the press, rather than around family, community and the church. It pro-
vided opportunities for members of the various elites to meet and mingle in
a new environment.

Much research remains to be done on the development of a ‘bourgeois’
culture in Italy. Very little is known about the process of secularisation or
about levels of religiosity among the middle classes. It is clear that in
common with most of ‘bourgeois’ Europe, the new public sphere defined
itself partly by whom it excluded. Those who did participate in this wider
public space still tended to come from the most privileged sections of the
middle classes. On the whole, only wealthy merchants and the most suc-
cessful professionals joined clubs, participated in scientific societies or
socialised with the aristocracy. Members of the petite bourgeoisie were
excluded entirely from these networks, as were all women, confined as
they were to the ‘private sphere’ of family and home.

Moreover, recent research suggests that levels of mobility and sociabil-
ity in the public sphere should not be overestimated. Aristocratic resistance
could drastically curtail the process of fusion. Studies of smaller towns,
such as Parma, Lucca and Pisa, also indicate the extent to which, in the
absence of a new middle class, the old elites were able to maintain their
monopoly of power and status well into the 1840s and 1850s. Even where
the aristocracy had entered a period of long-term economic decline, as in
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major cities such as Rome and Palermo which experienced little economic
or demographic growth, the small middle class was unable to make con-
tacts with the aristocracy. The aristocracy jealously guarded its remaining
privileges and power. One hostile observer wrote in 1838 of the ‘feudal,
corrupt and arrogant’ atmosphere in Palermo, while thirty years later
another commentator referred disparagingly to the nobility’s ‘unhealthy
obsession’ with owning fine carriages.19

In many regions, traditional rivalries still prevailed and divided mem-
bers of the old nobility. At least in some cities (Naples, Turin), a new form
of stratification emerged where the most powerful noble families kept
themselves socially and culturally apart from both the lesser nobility and
the rich middle class. Cardoza’s study of gentlemen’s clubs in Turin con-
cludes that, despite the efforts of Cavour and others, the old aristocracy
and the rich bourgeoisie co-existed side by side, rather than intermin-
gling.20 Paolo Macry suggests, in his study of Neapolitan aristocratic fami-
lies, that cultural and ideological distinctions could be maintained even as
the aristocracy entered the bourgeois, public world of business and
finance. In the private sphere of family and home, the distinction between
modern and traditional behaviour, between what was bourgeois and what
was noble, could be rigidly maintained. The home became a symbol of lost
order, a personal haven, in a rapidly changing and sometimes violent ‘pub-
lic’ world.21

Different forms of stratification, and the degree of variation between
regions and between localities, suggest that general conclusions as to the
political implications of all these changes may be hard to reach. The emer-
gence of new public spaces is generally associated with the development
of liberal public opinion in Europe, and there is much evidence for this in
some Italian cities; but the absence of any research on the political
behaviour, in the Risorgimento period, of these newly defined groups
makes it difficult to reach firm conclusions.22 It is well known how the
establishment of new administrative institutions in the early Restoration
period became the focus of considerable middle-class discontent. In a few
notable cases this discontent translated into an active liberal opposition
against the existing regimes. As the previous chapter has already noted, the
restriction of opportunities for bureaucratic employment by the Austrians
in Lombardy-Venetia, and the attempt in Piedmont to purge the army of its
liberal elements, gave an important boost to liberal opposition movements
in Northern Italy.

In other respects, however, the adjustments of the Restoration period
produced more subtle, and more complex, kinds of social and political ten-
sions. These tensions undermined political stability, often by producing
conflicts within communities and involving the private dimensions of pub-
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lic power. According to Enrica di Ciommo, one effect of the Bourbon
administrative reforms in Southern Italy was to produce unity within com-
munities as they struggled to resist the effect of these changes. Rapidly,
however, this solidarity was eroded as new landed and commercial elites
competed with the old ruling class for the resources and privileges
assigned by the central government.23 In many parts of the South, these
kinds of conflicts exploded into communal violence. Particularly during
moments of political turmoil—for example during the revolutions of 1820,
1848 and 1860—members of the new elites attempted to seize control of
the local administration by force. The National Guards, established during
the liberal revolutions of 1848 and 1860, were sometimes used as private
armies to support or impose rival political claims.

Personal rivalries had direct consequences for the public sphere. Gio-
vanna Fiume shows how, in Sicily, both sides used bandits in order to rein-
force their political claims and to protect or increase their property and
wealth. Bandits were ‘employed’ by powerful families to exact revenge on
their enemies, to steal cattle and generally to accumulate wealth. In this
way, banditry was linked to political and to class interests and became
endemic in many rural areas of Sicily. Behind every bandit, it was claimed,
‘there was always the figure of a nobleman, a judge, a mayor or a police
chief’.24 This situation produced political instability, violence and more
factionalism rather than liberal opposition movements.

It is thus difficult to generalise about the effects of social mobility in
Italy in the first half of the nineteenth century. The development of new
elites did involve the creation of new economic opportunities and different
forms of social interaction. However, this development was not always
accompanied by respect for the rule of law, a sense of national identity or a
commitment to the principles of liberal political economy. If, at one
extreme, the middle orders and aristocracy of Milan mingled and
socialised in theatres, clubs and cafés, at the other extreme, in the isolated
towns and villages of Western Sicily, competing elites battled against each
other, using all the weapons at their disposal. It is, as yet, far from clear
why structural change produced elite violence in Sicily and elite sociability
in Milan, although Paolo Pezzino has suggested that these differences may
owe more to political relationships than to social or cultural tendencies.25

What is clear is that, in most parts of Italy, liberalism did not go hand in
hand with the growth of a more ‘bourgeois society’.

THE RURAL AND URBAN POOR

If the identification of the Risorgimento with the interests and aspirations
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of the bourgeoisie can no longer be sustained, at least directly, then the role
played by class conflict also needs to be reassessed. The thrust of much
recent research has been to de-emphasise class conflict in the Risorgi-
mento and, in particular, to deny any connection between popular revolt
and political attitudes. Moreover, the surge of historical interest over the
last two decades in crime and popular disorder suggests, once again, that
there was nothing exceptional about Italy in this period. Social problems
resulting from rapid urbanisation and escalating rural poverty, along with
an apparent rise in crime and the spread of epidemic disease, were com-
mon to all European states.

Gramsci argued that the threat of popular revolution so alarmed the Ital-
ian bourgeoisie that it led them to seek compromises with the existing
order. In turn, as we have already seen, he argued that the lack of a popular
revolutionary alliance fatally undermined the bourgeoisie’s revolution.
Does this analysis explain the character and direction of popular unrest in
the Risorgimento? Does the specific nature of its class conflict and class
alliances set Italy apart from other European societies? Before we can
answer these questions, it is necessary to look at the sources of tensions
and dissatisfactions amongst the rural and urban poor.

The growth of ‘dangerous classes’ in both rural and urban Italy seems to
be part of a much broader European trend. The legal and economic reforms
of the late eighteenth century, greatly accelerated during the revolutionary
and Napoleonic periods, had dramatic social consequences which were
initially felt most strongly in the countryside. The dismantling of feudal
structures led to changes in the legal title of land and to the growth of new
agrarian classes. An important consequence of these changes was the rapid
erosion of customary land-use rights enjoyed by the peasantry. In Italy,
this process took place very rapidly and can be connected to the spread of
peasant disturbances. 

Although these land-use rights differed from one agricultural region to
another in Italy, they all provided a means by which peasant families could
supplement their income from their own meagre plots of land or from
salaried work. One of the most important rights was the right to graze live-
stock on common land. Others included access to a water supply (particu-
larly important in the arid South), to forestry for the collection of dead
wood and, in the coastal wetlands, to the marshes for the gathering of straw
and canes. These rights, often together with seasonal migration, sustained
impoverished rural communities and protected their inhabitants from
destitution.

The enclosure of common land and its conversion into leasehold or free-
hold property, along with the abolition of rights of forage and grazing, led
to drastic changes for the Italian peasantry. The erosion of land-use rights
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often gave rise to a new differentiation within rural communities. In some
regions, peasants were able to acquire a part of the leasehold property for
themselves. Perhaps most notably in the Piedmontese hill zones, and in
other mountainous areas, a class of small peasant proprietors distinct from
the poor landless labourers did emerge. Elsewhere, if peasant farmers were
able to buy land they lacked the means to make it profitable. Generally
illiterate and without any capital to improve their land, these peasants fell
rapidly into debt. They were forced to sell to speculators who, in turn, sold
to large landed proprietors. Thus, often the most striking effect of these
changes was the creation of ever-larger landed estates owned by single
proprietors. In areas of intense commercial activity, such as the Lombard
plain, a class of proletarianised wage-labourers (braccianti) replaced share-
cropping farmers.26

In the Lombard and Venetian plains, the impact of the loss of land rights
led to a dramatic deterioration in the peasantry’s economic position. Piero
Brunello shows that the decision of the Vienna government in 1839 to
declare all uncultivated common land available for private purchase dealt a
devastating blow to many rural communities. Particularly affected by this
decree, according to Brunello, were the rural poor whose livelihood
depended on hunting, fishing and gathering produce from the extensive
and uncultivated marshlands on the Venetian coast. Advances in land
reclamation and drainage techniques meant that this long-deserted area
became attractive to potential investors and was rapidly enclosed, drained
and placed under cultivation.27 In the province of Lazio around Rome, land
enclosures disrupted the pattern of transhumance and accentuated the con-
flict between arable farmers and cattle drovers (boattieri). The livelihood
of cattle drovers, often a powerful group within Southern latifondo com-
munities, was seriously threatened by these changes.28 Similar tensions
can be found throughout the South and in the islands.

On the whole, therefore, although there was an increase in the land
under cultivation during this period, the effects were generally disruptive
and rarely beneficial to the peasantry. Moreover, the loss of land-use rights
was made all the more harmful by the impact of other developments. First,
Italy as a whole experienced rapid, if sporadic, population growth in this
period which increased pressure on the land. Second, the growing scale of
peasant indebtedness paralysed the peasant economy. Since many small
peasant landholders and share-croppers were unable to support themselves
by themselves, they relied more and more on loans of various kinds to last
from harvest to harvest. It appears that many of the newly enriched
landowners and their agents demanded far more usurious rates of interest
from their peasant debtors than their aristocratic predecessors ever had. As
a result, and throughout Italy, peasants became trapped in an endless cycle
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of poverty and debt repayment from which there was little escape. Gov-
ernment intervention through indirect taxation (salt taxes, grist taxes),
stamp duties and military conscription also increased the peasants’ eco-
nomic burden.

The vulnerability of rural communities to economic pressure is also
acutely demonstrated by the high incidences of famine as well as by the
spread of epidemic and endemic diseases in this period. Between 1814 and
1818, in the mid-1840s and again in 1853, widespread famine decimated
the rural population. Cases of pellagra (a disease caused by vitamin defi-
ciency, and specifically by a diet based exclusively on maize, which
caused insanity and eventually suicide in its victims) were widespread
throughout Italy. The prevalence of malaria in the summer months depopu-
lated some of the most fertile countryside, transforming it into a deadly,
impoverished desert. Probably the most feared disease of all, however, was
cholera, which swept with devastating force through the cities and rural
areas of Italy between 1835 and 1837, in 1849 and again between 1854 and
1855.

The effects of cholera were felt most strongly in the cities and, as such,
will be discussed in relation to the urban poor. The extent to which the
peasants’ response to the deterioration in their economic position can be
linked to their participation (or lack of participation) in the Risorgimento is
difficult to judge. Evidence of a wider political consciousness can be
found, whether in the welcome given by Venetian peasants to the returning
Austrians in 1849, or in the oppositional agitation that developed in Lazio
in the local bars and osterie frequented by ‘foreigners’.29 In particular, the
huge increase in land occupations during the revolutionary years of 1848–
9, and the welcome given by Sicilian peasants to Garibaldi who, in 1860,
promised land to all who joined his army, suggests that a political link
between the peasants and the liberal-national leadership could have been
established, had the political will existed.

The problem with this approach is that it takes for granted the existence
of some national basis for revolutionary action. It ignores the powerful role
of the Church in local communities, which were often dominated by the
controlling moral, charitable and educational influence of the parish priest.
Intense loyalty to the Church, as well as a sense of dynastic loyalty to the
head of state, undermined political movements that appealed to the secular
‘nation’. It can also be argued that this emphasis on ‘failed revolution’ fun-
damentally distorts the community-based character of all social conflicts in
this period. Within these communities, notwithstanding the breakdown of
traditional heirarchies, the persistence of powerful vertical ties prevented
the emergence of clear class conflict. Davis argues that peasant unrest in
the South cannot be separated from the economic conflicts between cereal
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farmers and cattle drovers, or the struggles for control of local administra-
tions.30 The work of de Clementi, Caffiero and Rizzi on Lazio also indi-
cates that it is impossible to distinguish class conflict from personal loyal-
ties, local schisms, community tensions or even generational conflict.

There was a great deal of resistance at the local level to the encroach-
ment on common land, and an increasing use of direct action (land occupa-
tions, public demonstrations). The use of direct action, indicating a break-
down in old, feudal ties of patronage and deference, has also to be seen in
the context of general political changes and, above all, in terms of the
administrative centralisation and rationalisation which deprived peasants
of any effective voice at the communal level. Brunello has studied the peti-
tions drawn up by the Venetian peasantry in protest at the erosion of land-
use rights. These petitions suggest a sense of ‘moral economy’: they
appeal to higher authorities, to a sense of community justice and to tradi-
tional rights.31 In Lazio too, the appeal to community justice was common.
Attempts were also made to seek redress through the law; de Clementi
finds that, when the enclosure movement was accelerated after 1849, cattle
drovers conducted searches in local archives to give a legal basis to their
claims.32

Local issues could become linked to ‘national’ issues. Franco Rizzi
shows how the revolutionary changes in Rome during 1848–9 affected the
province of Lazio and how, in his words, ‘the advent of the political in the
modern sense of the word’ affected rural communities.33 The Roman
Republic was, it should be noted, unique among revolutionary govern-
ments of this period in its emphasis on the peasantry and on rural areas.
The Republican regime also made new demands on the provinces in terms
of active participation and service. Rizzi finds that, in some instances,
these impositions were resented. Moreover, the organisation of national
guards and new administrations accentuated community conflict, often to
the detriment of the Republic. In other respects, nevertheless, the political
changes in Rome brought about a transformation in the political attitudes
and mentalities of local communities. The declaration of the Republic
entailed the establishment of new information networks and signified, for
rural communities, the right to form new clubs (circoli) and associations
and to adopt new forms of public behaviour—to sing patriotic songs,
organise patriotic festivals and so on.

Since, unfortunately, Rizzi’s study is really the only study of its kind in
Italy, it is impossible to reach more general conclusions about the forms of
interaction between popular culture and political change. His arguments
are given added force by de Clementi’s study, also on Lazio, which sug-
gests how structures of authority within local communities were trans-
formed by the political changes of the 1840s. The implication of these
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analyses is that even a failed revolution (such as 1848–9) can establish the
conditions for a crisis of traditional authority and lead, in the longer term,
to more general political instability. Applied to an analysis of the Risorgi-
mento, these kinds of ‘revisionist’ arguments suggest reasons for the
breakdown of Restoration government. However, since they also show that
so much of political and economic change was experienced in local terms,
they seem to imply the impossibility of establishing any form of national
revolutionary movement.

Attempts to follow Eric Hobsbawm’s celebrated, but now widely criti-
cised, interpretation and link banditry with social protest and, thus, with a
missed political opportunity have not been particularly successful.34 Ban-
ditry in Italy, like peasant unrest over land, was tied to local conditions
rather than to national trends. Neither Brunello’s study, nor a shorter study
by Paul Ginsborg, finds much evidence for politically motivated or class-
conscious activity on the part of the bandits in the Veneto.35 In the Sicilian
example discussed in the previous section, bandits existed mainly in the
service of powerful landlords and barons, whereas in much of the Southern
mainland bandits were involved in independent activities, such as smug-
gling and cattle rustling, for their own private gain. Marta Petrusewicz sug-
gests that brigandage in Southern Italy had no political ideology of its own,
and that banditry acquired a political direction only as part of the much
broader encounter between local communities and the centralising state.36 

An additional problem with exclusively class-based analyses is that they
tend to assume that protest was the only possible outlet for peasant
grievances in this period. In fact, one alternative response was to migrate
to the towns. Peasant migration was probably the major reason for the
rapid growth experienced by cities such as Milan, Turin and Naples, and
the creation there of urban ‘dangerous classes’. In these cities, casual work
sustained (or failed to sustain) a large section of the poorer classes.
Throughout the first half of the nineteenth century, Turin attracted not
industrial workers but, in Umberto Levra’s words, ‘seasonal bricklayers,
artisans, porters, street peddlers, domestic servants and, above all, a mass
of proletarianised peasants’ who eked out a marginal existence often
dependent on charity and begging.37 The population of Milan, more of an
industrial centre than Turin, also contained a significant portion of casual
workers as well as a very high number of shopkeepers and artisans. Even
workers in the industrialising textile sector (the bulk of whom were
female) were, until the 1850s, usually paid on a part-time basis and did
their work from home.

In many respects, the growth of cities such as Milan, Turin and Naples
merely continued at an accelerated rate a process that had begun in every
major Italian city during the eighteenth century. In the course of the eigh-
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teenth century, the population of Turin more than doubled, while in the
thirty or so years between the Restoration and the 1848 revolutions
Milan’s population grew from 139,000 inhabitants to 189,000.38 In com-
mon with many other rapidly expanding cities in Europe at this time, these
urban centres lacked either the infrastructure or the employment prospects
to support their growing populations. The creation of a ‘dangerous class’
of casual labourers who lived, according to one contemporary observer, ‘in
idleness and vagabondage’ and constituted ‘a permanent danger to social
order’ has to be understood in this context.39 The problems of this hungry,
marginal class were intensified by economic reforms, such as the abolition
of price controls on foodstuffs. Their problems were, in turn, made more
visible by the absence, at least until the middle of the century, of any rigid
social segregation in housing. The palazzi of the rich housed many poor
families, and the destitute lived on the streets, intensifying fears among the
propertied elites of robbery and food riots.

A substantial proportion of this ‘dangerous class’ was female. Simonetta
Ortaggi Cammarosano describes the migration of married women to
Northern and Central Italian cities, often leaving behind a rural life of
unmitigated drudgery. In the cities, they found few new opportunities for
work. Legally subordinated to men, and discriminated against in terms of
education and wages, they tended to take on the most marginal of jobs,
often combining domestic service with weaving, needlework and child-
care.40 The growth in infanticide and infant abandonment experienced in
this period (the number of infants abandoned in Milan increased five-fold
between the 1770s and the 1850s, and in Florence the number grew by 70
per cent during roughly the same period)41 is a telling indication of the
increasing economic pressures on women. Frequently, mothers would
place their babies in foundling homes and return, either when better off or
when the babies had grown, to retrieve them.

However, as in London, Paris, Portsmouth or Hamburg, by far the most
visible ‘dangerous’ females were prostitutes. Prostitutes were often, but
not always, single women from rural areas, seeking to supplement their
meagre incomes as servants, launderesses, seam-stresses or waitresses. As
Mary Gibson shows, the prostitute’s public presence, the presence of a
‘woman alone’ and independent of accepted moral standards, on city
streets in Italy raised a host of fears concerning the effects of urbanisation
on the moral, sexual, social and physical health of the population.42 The
association of prostitutes with criminals and vagrants intensified anxiety
about the growth of a criminal under-world beyond the control of rational,
civilised society. Moreover, prostitutes were blamed for the spread of vene-
real disease, particularly amongst the armed forces, and as such were con-
sidered a significant danger to public health.
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Besides the perceived spread of crime and disorder in urban areas, dis-
ease constituted the major threat to social stability in many towns and
cities of Europe. In Italy, urban growth created a speculative boom in prop-
erty, resulting in the rapid construction of housing that was both unsafe
and unsanitary. There were few fire brigades, bad roads and inadequate
hospitals. Narrow streets and high buildings, and the absence of green
spaces or of a hygenic water supply created ideal conditions for the incuba-
tion of disease. Few, if any, towns possessed adequate sanitary facilities.
People disposed of their rubbish in the streets which became open sewers,
slept in the same damp rooms as their animals and defecated in front of
their houses. In the town of Cremona, in Lombardy, the run-off from the
local cemetery was found to have contaminated the water supply.43

In such conditions, cholera spread with rapid and tragic results. Two
thousand people died of cholera in Genoa during 1835, while those who
could fled the city (approximately one-third of the population). In 1837,
13,810 died in Naples and 27,000 people, one-sixth of the total population,
died of cholera in Palermo.44 The spread of cholera is also symptomatic of
the wider crisis of urban centres in the nineteenth century. Not knowing
the cause of the epidemic, and lacking adequate medical facilities, the
authorities were unable to prevent its spread. Italian towns as far apart as
Genoa, Livorno, Naples and Palermo experienced riots and demonstrations
in the years of cholera epidemics. Riots in Palermo during the 1837
cholera epidemic developed into an anti-Bourbon revolt which spread to
the surrounding province and, with the participation of many liberals, even-
tually to Siracusa and Catania. From the 1830s until the 1860s, liberals in
the mainland South and Sicily also attempted to use successive cholera
epidemics to stir up anti-government feeling amongst the urban poor, play-
ing on a popular myth which attributed the epidemic to deliberate poison-
ing. Police controls, imposed by the authorities in an attempt to isolate the
disease, merely intensified popular resentment.45

Towns and cities were at the centre of all the European revolutions
between 1820 and 1871, and Italy was no exception. The problems of
Italy’s cities in this period—rapid population growth accompanied by the
spread of disease and the creation of ‘dangerous classes’—were broadly
the same as those encountered throughout Europe. It is worth emphasising,
therefore, that in Italy as in Europe, all the major urban revolts that took
place during this period were not apparently based on these ‘dangerous
classes’ at all, but on the craft workers and artisans.

Artisans were behind the successful popular uprisings in Palermo,
Milan, Venice, Livorno and Rome in 1848–9. Unfortunately, for reasons
that are far from clear, the experiences of artisans and other ‘intermediate’
classes in the Risorgimento period have hardly been studied at all. Very
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little is known, for instance, about the participation of artisans in revolu-
tionary organisations such as the National Guards, or about their access to
Republican networks. It is, however, possible to speculate about their
motives for revolutionary action. In Italy, although perhaps less than in
Europe as a whole, markets for artisanal goods were shrinking due to the
influx of cheaper, factory-made, products. As early as 1820, artisans acted
in Palermo to protect their corporate privileges which were under attack
from government legislation, and to maintain their wage differentials
which were being eroded by competition from cheap, rural labour. Increas-
ingly, artisans became dependent on supplying the rich with luxury items,
or on satisfying a bourgeois craving for aristocratic style, in order to sus-
tain their livelihoods. They were, therefore, particularly vulnerable to eco-
nomic downturns. Crucially, and in contrast to the marginal ‘dangerous
classes’, they still possessed in their corporate organisations the means to
protest against and to disrupt the new ‘bourgeois society’. 

SOCIAL CONTROL AND CHARITY

The connections between popular revolt and the Risorgimento are thus
difficult to establish. Revisionist historians seem to have concluded that
attempts to investigate these connections, at least in class terms, are mis-
leading since they assume a set of relations between economic realities and
cultural/political attitudes that did not exist. Instead, a number of historians
have begun to investigate the ways in which Italian elites responded in
other ways to the increase in rural poverty and the intensification of urban
unrest. These investigations throw new light on how relations between
state and society, and between classes, were conducted and understood in
this period. For example, Marzio Barbagli suggests that charitable institu-
tions could reflect, and interact with, the changing problems of urban soci-
ety. The increase in infant abandonment led, he argues, to a significant
increase in the numbers of foundling hospitals which, in turn, may have
actually encouraged impoverished mothers to abandon their babies.46 Addi-
tional research has also shown that the numbers of women seeking assis-
tance in refuges rose rapidly, perhaps reflecting their altered position in
society.47

Studies of the provision of charity also provide a means of investigating
the changing relations between Church, state and society. Much of the char-
itable assistance available—whether through hospitals, refuges, soup
kitchens or loans—was offered by the Church, and was one means by
which the Church maintained its power within poor communities. How-
ever, in some cities the Church’s care of the poor was challenged, first by
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the initiatives of private citizens and, second, by the state itself. In Turin,
the changing focus of charitable work and its removal from religious con-
trol was reflected most strongly in the development of an independent edu-
cational system, at the instigation of its new urban elite. A number of chil-
dren’s schools (asili infantili) were established in Piedmont, Tuscany and
Naples during the 1840s, with the aim of providing primary instruction for
the male children of artisans and the ‘labouring’ poor. Educational reforms
also seem to reflect new bourgeois values. As well as teaching basic liter-
acy skills, an ideal confirmed in the Boncampagni Law (1848) and the
Casati Law (1859) in Piedmont, these schools sought to instill values of
sobriety, discipline and acceptance of the prevailing social hierarchy.

Stuart Woolf has shown how a vigorous public debate on pauperism
developed, which reflected the ideological divisions among elites. Opinion
was divided between those who argued in favour of private or religious
philanthropy and those who argued for state intervention to solve the cri-
sis. These debates also registered a conflict between approaches to
poverty, with Malthusian advocates of liberal self-help taking on propo-
nents of Catholic humanitafianism.48 In other respects, however, tradi-
tional approaches were maintained and, in particular, a distinction contin-
ued to be made between the ‘deserving poor’, those who merited public
assistance, and the ‘idle poor’, the vagrants, beggars and prostitutes from
whom society had to be protected. Yet the ‘idle poor’, too, began to be sub-
ject to more unequivocal forms of control and treated in a way that is per-
haps recognisably ‘modern’.

In this period, according to John Davis, the police acquired new powers
of intervention and regulation to deal with the ‘idle poor’. For example, in
Lombardy, the police were given special powers to prevent the rural poor
from entering the towns to beg. The vagrancy law passed in Piedmont in
1829 served a similar purpose. A large number of poorhouses were opened
during the 1830s in order to confine those found begging in the towns.
Some workhouses, based either on the French or English models, were
also established in Piedmont in order to ‘re-educate’ paupers from their
supposed indolence by using them for public work projects. Special legisla-
tion was passed to deal with the health risk posed by prostitution. From the
1830s onwards, prostitutes in Naples and Palermo were forced to undergo
regular medical inspection and, in 1855, a system of licensed brothels was
introduced in Piedmont. Under the Piedmontese regulations, those who
refused to enter licensed brothels could be arrested, and those found to be
suffering from a venereal disease were forced to enter syphilitic asylums.49

The establishment of paramilitary rural police forces (carabinieri, gen-
darmerie) in most Italian states by the 1830s is also indicative of a preoc-
cupation with rural pauperism and crime. In some respects, the specific

THE RISORGIMENTO AND ITALIAN SOCIETY 45



criminalisation of brigandage was symptomatic of a broader process,
whereby the judicial authorities sought to control and contain the popula-
tion of rural areas. Bandits were designated as such by the political and
judicial authorities, classified as fuorbandito (‘outlawed’) for being a
member of an armed gang.50 In the Two Sicilies, those designated as ban-
dits were condemned to death in their absence, their names were publicly
displayed on a list in town squares and highways, and campaigns were
mounted to bring them to justice. Bandits thus acquired a unique signifi-
cance as a symbol of rural lawlessness and as an exceptional threat to
civilised society.

The aim of such legislation was to constrain the movement and activity
of the ‘dangerous’ rural and urban poor, and it resulted in increased powers
being given to the police. Bandits, vagrants and prostitutes were special
categories of criminal, subject to special police controls which, once
imposed, were difficult to escape from. In this respect, recent historical
research on public order and charity in Restoration Italy reflects a new,
Foucauldian interest in social discipline and an emphasis on the ‘surveil-
lance’ aspects of modern state formation. There is plenty of evidence to
show that the poor made no distinction between hospitals, refuges, poor
houses and prisons. All were seen as places of confinement or death, while
the coercive function of public assistance was recognised and resented.

However, perhaps the most interesting conclusion to be drawn from this
research is that, despite the powers allocated to both the providers of char-
ity and the police, much charity and police work was fairly ineffective. The
distinction between deserving and idle poor was hard to sustain in the
changing environments of Restoration Italy. While the police enjoyed
extensive powers they lacked, on the whole, sufficient resources to arrest
or confine all those who constituted a ‘danger’ to society. Although the
provision of elementary education did lead, in the long term, to a decline in
popular illiteracy, huge disparities remained between North and South and
between men and women.

It is also clear, finally, that much of this public assistance and police
action was misdirected. The insistence on confining the poor to the coun-
tryside was not only impracticable but also indicative of a tendency to
romanticise rural life and to ignore real social problems. Police action
focused on controlling a ‘dangerous class’ which was, in reality, more help-
less than criminal. Respectable artisans, as the 1848 revolutions showed
only too visibly, posed a much graver threat to public order.
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CONCLUSION

The complexities of social change in nineteenth-century Italy make it, at
least at this stage of historical research, impossible to reach satisfactory
conclusions about the relationship of social structures to national unifica-
tion. In this sense, the Gramscian identification of the Risorgimento with a
failed bourgeois revolution cannot be sustained. Gramsci relies on a model
of national development that, it seems, fundamentally distorts the locally
and regionally based nature of social conflict. Recent research also sug-
gests that his analysis underestimates the problems of creating a revolu-
tionary movement with a truly national appeal. Moreover, Gramsci ignores
the dynamic of political action and, thus, the crucial role played by politi-
cal relationships in the transformation of society. Finally, his notion of
‘passive’ revolution in Italy relies on a model of successful revolution in
France that is highly questionable. 

In pointing to the fear of popular revolution and, more generally, to the
prevalent social anxiety of this period, a Gramscian analysis still offers
important insights. Fear of popular disorder affected the political attitudes
of the urban and rural elites. It certainly made them wary of radical change
and it clearly bred political discontent. Sporadic riots, robberies and the
spectacle of poverty discredited Restoration governments, so apparently
unable to enforce public order. Moreover, popular unrest, by adding an
extra dimension to existing community conflicts, undermined attempts to
modernise government and centralise administrative control.

If it is possible at all to generalise about the political impact of social
change, we might, therefore, say that social change produced political
instability and that this situation, in turn, undermined the process of state
formation in Restoration Italy. In Italy at least, but arguably elsewhere in
Europe too, social change in this period produced kinds of political instabil-
ity to which there were no easy solutions. There was no obvious liberal
‘convergence’ between the social or economic activities of new elites and
the political views adopted by them. Dissatisfaction with government poli-
cies did not always translate into active political support for liberal move-
ments. Indeed, demands for local/regional autonomy, fear of popular disor-
der and a desire for personal aggrandisement often clashed with liberal
ideals of national independence, constitutional government and economic
progress. It is in this social context that the reversals suffered by liberal-
nationalist movements between 1815 and 1860 can be understood. Their
successes, on the other hand, would seem to require a different explanation.
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4

The Risorgimento and
economic development

INTRODUCTION

The economic development of Italy between 1815 and 1860 was a central
issue in the liberal critique of Restoration government. Italy’s Restoration
rulers were restored in 1815 during a period of acute economic crisis. One
effect of the revolutionary and Napoleonic wars had been to damage
severely Italian trade, along with the economies of the major ports, particu-
larly Venice. A European economic depression undermined agricultural
production; many parts of Italy suffered a famine that lasted until 1817–18.
The economic reforms of the French period, most notably with regard to
infrastructure, lost momentum with the changes of government. A sense of
economic decline, and of growing economic weakness relative to their
Northern European competitors, dogged Italy’s governments up until
unification.

This sense of economic ‘backwardness’ persisted after unification. As a
result, a concern with the failure of Italy’s economic development in the
nineteenth century also came to dominate the agenda of Italy’s economic
historians. They sought explanations, first, for Italy’s late and uneven
industrial revolution and, second, for the dualism between North and South
which had been such a persistent feature of the Italian economy since unifi-
cation. As a result, much of the discussion of Italy’s Restoration
economies was teleological: it sought only to find in the Risorgimento
period (and earlier, in many cases) the origins of late industrialisation or of
economic dualism in united Italy. The economic literature from the 1950s
and 1960s relating to nineteenth-century Italy also belongs to a broader
historiography of economic development and the role of state intervention.
The economic historian Luciano Cafagna, reflecting on his own research at
this time, links his interests to a general post-war concern with the prob-
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lems of economic growth and with the economic disparities between coun-
tries.1 

These economic questions also had a more general historical signifi-
cance in that they formed a central element in the debate between Marxist
and liberal historians over the nature of the Risorgimento and the political
achievements of Liberal Italy. The link between weak economic growth
and failed political change, and specifically the link between the failure of
economic unification and political unification, dominated this debate. At
the centre of this debate were two historians, Emilio Sereni and Rosario
Romeo, who concerned themselves with the economic implications of
Gramsci’s analysis. Sereni, a Marxist historian, based his account on the
theory of ‘passive revolution’, stressing the weakness of the Italian bour-
geoisie and the slow development of industrial capitalism. According to
Sereni, Italian industrialisation was retarded by a low level of internal
demand, caused by rural poverty and the propensity of the peasant econ-
omy toward self-sufficiency. The slow industrial growth experienced in
Italy could be attributed to the failure to modernise Southern agriculture
(to ‘eradicate’ feudal ‘residues’, as Sereni put it), increase peasant con-
sumption and thereby to create a domestic market for Italian manufactured
goods. As such, Sereni argued, Italy’s poor economic performance after
1860 could be traced to the defeat of peasant revolution in the South at the
time of national unification.2

Romeo’s starting-point was a rejection of the possibility of peasant revo-
lution in Southern Italy, which was at the basis of Gramsci’s and Sereni’s
account. Italy’s late industrialisation was, he argued, caused not by a weak
market but by problems involved in the ‘original accumulation of capital’
(the increase in the amount of capital offered for production purposes).
Since this ‘original accumulation’ required a suppression, rather than an
encouragement, of mass consumption there was, Romeo maintained, an
inherent contradiction between peasant revolution in the South and the
development of industrial capitalism in the North. Industrialisation in
Northern Italy (which took place, according to Romeo, in the 1880s) was
only made possible by the Italian state’s exertion of fiscal pressure on
Southern agriculture, specifically through the extraction of a surplus from
agriculture which was used to build the administrative and commercial
infrastructure necessary for industrialisation to take place. The political
and economic dualisms of united Italy had, in other words, been crucial to
capitalist development; instead of stimulating capitalist development, an
agrarian revolution in the South would have retarded it still further.3

Finally, a challenge was made by the American historian, Alexander
Gerschenkron, to Romeo’s account. In a chapter of his book,
EconomicBackwardness in Historical Perspective, which dealt with Italy
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as an industrial ‘late-comer’, Gerschenkron criticised Romeo’s ‘original
accumulation of capital’ thesis. Gerschenkron denied any immediate
causal link between the extraction of surplus of agriculture and industriali-
sation, arguing instead that banks, not the state, played the crucial role in
investment in industry. The results of state intervention in the economy
were, he argued, largely negative; in particular, the protectionist policies
pursued after the 1880s probably undermined economic growth. Arguing
from a general model that saw industrialisation developing in a series of
abrupt ‘stages’, with a marked discontinuity between stages, he also
located the moment of Italy’s industrialisation rather later than Romeo,
that is, in the late 1890s. The 1890s were, according to Gerschenkron, the
period when Italy experienced what he called its big (if in practice rather
weak) ‘spurt’ of self-sustaining economic growth.4

It is in the context of these debates about the industrialisation of liberal
Italy in the late nineteenth century that the historiography of economic
development in the Risorgimento must be seen; and, in this context, a num-
ber of methodological features are worth commenting on. First, as Gio-
vanni Federico points out, these models are ‘monocausal’, that is, they
attribute the character of economic development in Italy to a single cause
(the failure of bourgeois revolution, the original accumulation of capital,
the action of investment banks).5 Moreover, the models of the 1950s and
1960s are based on an economic analysis of the political nation; as Sidney
Pollard puts it, they assume that ‘countries within their political boundaries
are the only units within which it is worthwhile to consider the process of
industrialisation’.6 The involvement of national governments in promoting
industrialisation is taken for granted, and assessed only on the basis of its
relative success or failure. In the Italian context, therefore, the persistence
of regional economies and regional governments until well into the nine-
teenth century had logically to be seen as a major disadvantage.

Underlying all the analyses of Italy’s economic backwardness and its
position as an industrial late-comer is in fact a sense of the ‘peculiarities’
of the Italian experience. These peculiarities, it is argued, disadvantaged
and weakened Italy’s economy vis-à-vis its apparently more successful
European competitors. In this respect, analyses of Italy’s late, uneven or
distorted economic development after 1815 are implicitly comparative, at
least in the negative sense. They involve an assessment of the Italian econ-
omy in terms of what it lacked when compared to economic development
in Britain, France or Germany. The absence of heavy industry and the
paucity of modern technology, the ruralisation of industrial production and
the use of a rural labour force are seen to be key elements of Italy’s ‘back-
wardness’ in the nineteenth century.

Within the analytical confines of Italy’s economic backwardness,
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attempts were made to isolate specific factors. For example, Italy’s late
industrialisation was linked to the ruralisation of Italian industries, a pro-
cess that began in the seventeenth century but was given added impetus in
the nineteenth. This process had the effect of delaying the introduction of
new technology and the development of factory production. Indeed, it was
argued that the ruralisation of industry undermined the competitiveness of
Italian manufactured goods to such an extent that it was more profitable to
export raw rather than finished materials, even in the case of silk where the
Northern Italian climate gave producers a huge natural advantage. Another
factor, which related to Italy’s ‘passive revolution’ and was referred to in
many Marxist accounts as an explanation for slow economic growth, was
the relative absence in Italy of capitalist entrepreneurs. There were, it was
argued, few groups in Italy prepared to risk their savings in industrial ven-
tures, new technology or other forms of speculative activity. Instead, mer-
chants throughout Italy tended to invest in land, the traditional source of
feudal power and status.

In addition, rural landowners were held responsible for the condition of
Italian agriculture, the ‘backwardness’ of which was often taken for
granted. Sereni’s arguments about the persistence of feudal relations in
Southern agriculture fitted pre-existing notions of Southern landowners as
lazy, corrupt and unresponsive to market pressures. The development of
commercial agriculture in Lombardy, arguably the most ‘capitalist’ region
in Italy, was, according to Greenfield and others, hampered by absentee
landowners and by complex share-cropping contracts that tied peasants to
the land.7 It could be argued that similar contractual arrangements (the
mezzadria) restricted peasant mobility in Tuscany, thereby maintaining
low levels of consumption and preventing more rapid economic growth in
the region.

PROTO-INDUSTRIALISATION AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

This image of nineteenth-century Italy as an economically backward, late-
industrialising nation, held back by the powerful remnants of a feudal past
is, in part, a legacy of Risorgimento rhetoric, sharing with it a sense of con-
flict between progress and reaction, and between modernity and tradition.
Since the 1970s, however, this image, and the economic categories related
to it, have been criticised. Perhaps the most important development, in con-
ceptual terms, was the emergence of a model of ‘proto-industrialisation’
which, although based on analyses of Northern Europe (Saxony in particu-
lar), offered new possibilities for studying industrial development in Italy.

The proto-industrialisation model describes and attempts to explain the
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process, widespread in Europe from the mid-seventeenth to the mid-
nineteenth century, whereby industry became established in the country-
side and employed the labour of peasant families on a part-time basis.
Proto-industrial activity became particularly important in areas of poor
agriculture, where peasants were able to use their wages from manufactur-
ing to supplement their meagre incomes from the land. Protoindustrialisa-
tion differed from ‘cottage’ type industry in that goods were produced for
distant, sometimes overseas, markets. As such, the model describes a first
‘stage’ of industrialisation; a mid-point between cottage and factory pro-
duction. Historians of proto-industrialisation are, however, anxious to
stress that the growth of proto-industry was in itself no guarantee of full
industrialisation along factory lines. Areas of proto-industrial activity
could just as easily fail to develop to the next stage, leading to a process of
de-industrialisation.

Although the proto-industrialisation model, with its emphasis on distinct
stages in the evolution to full factory production, retains the rigid cate-
gories of previous models, it nevertheless suggests far greater complexities
in the process of industrialisation. As such, the ‘peculiarities’ of Italy’s
economic experiences in the Risorgimento no longer seem quite so pecu-
liar. In particular, the model appears to explain the de-industrialisation
experienced in the textile regions of the Centre and South. It also fits the
emergence of successful textile industries in Lombardy and elsewhere;
Dewerpe has argued that the proto-industrialisation model explains the
development of the entire Northern Italian hill zone in this period.8

The applicability of the model of proto-industrialisation to Northern
Italy suggests that its image as a ‘late-industrialiser’ is a distorted image.
However, the model has itself been much criticised for its assumption that
proto-industrialisation can lead only to mass production or to de-
industrialisation. Focusing on the Brianza region of Lombardy, Anna Bull
finds that the proto-industrialisation model cannot explain the emergence
there ‘of areas of small-scale industrialisation, as opposed to areas of mass
production’.9 Giorgio Mori suggests that a model of ‘pluriattività’, which
describes the involvement of peasant families in ‘multiple’ non-
agricultural activities (for example, straw plaiting, mining or weaving)
rather than a single proto-industrial activity, is more applicable to many
parts of Italy. This pattern of industrial activity, Mori argues, lay behind
the diffuse, gradual and uneven process of industrialisation experienced in
nineteenth-century Italy. Such diversified, small-scale, rural production
should be seen as an effective response to fluctuating world markets rather
than evidence of economic ‘immobilism’ and resistance to technological
innovation. This kind of production enabled entrepreneurs to adapt rapidly

52 THE ITALIAN RISORGIMENTO



to changing market conditions, and to take advantage of cheap labour and
readily accessible raw materials.10

In this context, an alternative view of class relations in the process of
economic growth has been offered by some historians. For instance, some
evidence of the ability of rural labour to resist the pressures of
entrepreneurs is provided by the research of Franco Ramella and Anna
Bull. Their research challenges both the Marxist and the proto-
industrialisation accounts of the social consequences of industrialisation
(the proletarianisation of the labour force). Bull argues that the sexual divi-
sion of labour within peasant families, where the male head of the family
exploited women’s labour, could lead to capital accumulation and thus to
small-scale (‘diffused’) entrepreneurship.11

The work of Bonelli and Cafagna also broadens the definition of eco-
nomic growth by challenging the central role of industrialisation in this
process. Their model describes the accumulation of a surplus from agricul-
ture over a long time-period, derived from trade and specifically from the
export of primary products (silk, cheese). The agricultural surplus pro-
vided the impetus for what Cafagna calls a ‘pre-industrial’ transformation
of the Northern Italian economy, which took place after 1820, with diffuse,
proto-industrial characteristics and based on artisan production. Much later
(after unification), a second wave of industrialisation was experienced in
Northern Italy, characterised by more concentrated factory production,
increased mechanisation and rapid urbanisation. Both historians stress the
gradualism of Italy’s industrialisation; industrialisation can be most accu-
rately depicted as a series of ‘waves’ rather than a single ‘big spurt’ or
‘take-off’.12

If Italian economic growth is interpreted in terms of its basis in agricul-
ture, then it becomes impossible to ignore the crucial role played by silk
cultivators and silk merchants. Cafagna writes of an ‘industrialagricultural
equilibrium’ and of a ‘happy relationship’ (‘un felice rapporto’) between
industry and agriculture, which promoted economic growth in the region.
It was through silk exports that Northern Italy became integrated into
world markets and its economy was transformed. It was, in other words,
the revenue generated from the exports of raw and spun silk, particularly in
the early nineteenth century when world demand for textiles expanded at
an enormous pace, that provided the impetus for the development of banks
and credit institutions, which stimulated commercial involvement in indus-
try, which underlay the favourable balance of trade enjoyed by Italy until
the 1880s and which, finally, broadened the liberal political agenda to
include a discussion of economic interests.13

In this new agrarian approach to economic growth in Italy, low levels of
internal demand (which permit a balance-of-payments surplus) are seen as
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a positive advantage and not as a drag on economic growth. Moreover, the
continuing (but actually never exclusive) tendency on the part of
entrepreneurs and merchants to invest in land, or to locate industrial pro-
duction in the countryside, is seen in a very different light than before. This
kind of behaviour now becomes, as Davis puts it, ‘a sign of entrepreneurial
rationality rather than an indication of backwardness’.14

In a certain sense, the ‘Bonelli-Cafagna’ model represents an amalgam
of various different models, incorporating elements from Sereni and
Romeo, from the proto-industrialisation model and from Sidney Pollard’s
analysis of international trade as a transmitter of industrial technology.
Bonelli offers an account of the emergence of capitalism that is multi-
causal and attempts to avoid the ideological pitfalls of Romeo’s and
Sereni’s models. He uses a variety of different factors (market structure,
the balance of payments, the availability of labour and capital) to explain
economic growth in Italy, and to describe it as a more open-ended process.
Thus, a feature of the ‘Bonelli-Cafagna’ model is that it tends to break
down the rigid distinctions that characterised previous analyses. The inte-
gral part played by agricultural production in the economic transformation
of Northern Italy is no longer seen as dysfunctional but axiomatic in
explaining the particular pace and character of economic growth. This
assessment of Italy’s economic performance in the nineteenth century chal-
lenges the categories of ‘backwardness’, and specifically those relating to
the backwardness of agriculture.

One final feature of the ‘Bonelli-Cafagna’ model—its marked emphasis
on regions—is worth commenting on. Both Bonelli and Cafagna stress the
strong regional variations in patterns of economic growth and analyse the
integration of the Northern Italian economy as a region into world markets.
In part this reflects a general trend in economic analysis to focus on the
crucial role played by regions, and not ‘nations’ or ‘countries’, in the con-
struction of world markets. In a sense, therefore, and in striking contrast to
the models of Sereni and Romeo, this model makes no claim to describe or
explain Italy’s economic dualism. Economic dualism is simply taken as a
pre-existing given; for Cafagna, ‘the development of the North [in the first
wave of industrialisation] was in no way conditioned by the existence of a
backward South’.15 This view is echoed by Mori, who describes Italy’s
restoration economies as ‘well and truly distinct’, with conflicting interests
and far greater trading links with non-Italian states than with each other.16

NORTH AND SOUTH

The analytical dissolution of the economic ‘nation’ into distinct regions,
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pursuing different kinds of economic development, has far-reaching impli-
cations. On the one hand, the ‘Bonelli-Cafagna’ model, with its emphasis
on silk production as the engine of economic growth in Northern Italy,
seems to imply a Southern economy left out of the exportled expansion
experienced in the North. On the other hand, its insistence on the plurality
of paths to economic growth suggests that the Southern economy may
merely have been following a separate developmental logic of its own. In
recent approaches to the Mezzogiorno, much emphasis has been placed on
the different experiences of economic growth. Southern industries were,
for example, able to benefit from the Bourbon government’s protectionist
policies. De Rosa’s study of the growth of a modern metallurgical industry
in and around Naples indicates how rapidly certain sectors could expand, if
protected from foreign competition by high tariff barriers.17 For similar
reasons, some areas of textile production experienced a notable process of
technological modernisation and expansion in the early nineteenth century.
Thus, the picture of uniform backwardness has to be modified: not all
industry in the South was in decline, and not all sectors were experiencing
de-industrialisation.

The reassessment of Southern industry has been accompanied by a grow-
ing interest in the economies of the major ports, particularly the Sicilian
ports. From the work of Iachello and Signorelli on Palermo, Battaglia on
Messina and Benigno on Trapani, it appears that the volume of trade in
these ports increased rapidly in this period, largely due to an expansion in
agricultural exports and other primary products.18 Benigno refers to the
development of a substantial merchant-shipping sector in Trapani in the
early nineteenth century, suggesting a local economy capable of innova-
tion and adaptation. The presence, in large numbers, of foreign (British,
German) merchants and entrepreneurs in the commercial and industrial
centres of the South is well known, and is often taken as evidence for a
continuing lack of ‘entrepreneurial spirit’ among the Southern middle
classes. However, Battaglia points to the numerous and varied enterprises
that Sicilian merchants were involved in by the middle of the nineteenth
century.19 Arguably, it was only the greater visibility of these foreign
entrepreneurs (most famously the Whitakers, Inghams and Woodhouses in
Sicily) that obscured the equally important activities of their local
counterparts.

It is, however, with regard to Southern agriculture that the most ‘revi-
sionist’ research has been carried out. The new direction taken by this
research challenges a long, and distinguished, historiographical tradition
which attributed Southern backwardness to the failure to change and inno-
vate, a failure epitomised by the stagnant condition of its agriculture. From
Giustino Fortunato onwards, writers have argued that the ‘immobilism’ of
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Southern agriculture was the source of its ‘backwardness’, that economic
development in the South was hampered by the archaic attitudes and tradi-
tional practices associated with a rural, feudal past. This economic analysis
also concealed a powerful political argument, suggesting that economic
‘immobilism’ both benefited the particular economic interests and pre-
served the political privileges of the Southern landowning class. Govern-
ment intervention in the shape of substantial political and economic reform
was seen as the appropriate solution.20

This economic and political orthodoxy to which, for example, both
Sereni and Romeo responded in different ways, has also recently been chal-
lenged. Piero Bevilacqua has stressed the importance of examining the
impact of territorial and environmental changes on Southern agriculture.
Seen in this light, it can be argued that, at the very least, Southern agricul-
ture was not ‘immobile’ but was undergoing a process of profound trans-
formation due to the pressure of population on land.21 The existence within
the South of more commercial and dynamic agricultural sectors has also
been assigned a far greater significance. Therefore, rather than being iso-
lated exceptions to a pattern of economic immobility, the commercialised
agriculture of the ‘Terra di Lavoro’ near Naples, the ‘Conca d’Oro’ of
Palermo, or the province of Puglia now tends to be seen within the context
of more generalised change and economic complexity. According to
Franca Assante, the sheer variety of forms of production, types of property
and contract, degrees of soil fertility and patterns of demographic settle-
ment, observable both within and between Southern provinces, is the sin-
gle most striking characteristic of Southern agriculture. Only the most
basic distinction, between more dynamic export-led areas and those linked
to production for self-sufficiency, is retained in this analysis. ‘Every
province’, Assante writes, ‘had its own “South” ’, its own ‘dualisms’
between backward and dynamic sectors.22

Almost inevitably, revisions of this kind have led historians to reassess
hitherto established interpretations of the Southern latifondo, the extensive
grain-producing estates long associated with backwardness. Marta
Petrusewicz, in particular, challenges the more traditional analyses of the
Southern latifondo, which stress the problems of monocultivation and
archaic forms of contract. Basing her arguments on detailed research into
the private archives of the Baracco estates in Calabria, she suggests that
the latifundist estates of the nineteenth century were in fact a specific
response to, and in part the creation of, the abolition of feudalism and the
development of capitalism in the countryside after the French period. As
such, the ‘great estates’ of the nineteenth century should not be seen as a
remnant of feudalism but, more accurately, as a rational variation on a capi-
talist theme. Instead of economic immobilism, Petrusewicz finds
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a notable elasticity in the latifundist system, which is manifested in the
plurality of contractual forms, the variety of judicial institutions, in the
notable diversity of crops and, not least, in the coexistence of and inter-
dependence between self-sufficiency and production for trade.23

Through the balance between cash crops and self-sufficiency, the lati-
fundist estates were able, at least until the agricultural depression of the
1880s, to adapt rapidly and effectively to changing market conditions. Per-
haps even more importantly, the existence of an ‘internal market’ provided
by the peasants and the self-sufficiency of these estates meant that the wel-
fare of peasants was guaranteed. The latifundist estates provided a kind of
safety-net against proletarianisation or destitution.

All these revisions to the traditional picture of Southern backwardness
have been controversial. The publication of Petrusewicz’s Latifondo pro-
voked a lively debate; Giancarlo de Vivo argued that she had greatly over-
estimated the efficiency and paternalism of the latifundist system.24 Vin-
cenzo Giura has also warned against overestimating the capacity of a ‘few
isolated valleys’ of commercial development to transform the Southern
economy.25

Perhaps the most serious objection to these revisionist analyses is that
they fail adequately to explain the absence of a more general process of
economic growth in the South. Petrusewicz attributes the economic
decline of the latifondo to the agrarian crisis of the 1880s when, she
argues, the system was unable to respond to the loss of overseas markets
and the fall in grain prices. According to Bevilacqua, the weak political
position of Southern Italy hindered the ability of its merchants and
entrepreneurs to improve their terms of trade with Northern Europe.26

Bevilacqua also emphasises the impact of environmental changes and, in
particular, the growing land hunger that upset the traditional balance
between arable farming and pasture. The increasing percentage of land
given over to arable farming and, specifically, the production of corn for
export, also entailed a far greater vulnerability to fluctuating world mar-
kets. The problems caused by a totally inadequate infrastructure, especially
the absence of a modern road network, played a role in hampering eco-
nomic growth, as did the failure to solve the chronic water shortage and
establish an efficient irrigation system.27

CONCLUSION

At this point, some readers may be wondering about the relevance of these
debates to the Risorgimento and Italian unification. If so, then they will
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have grasped the central argument of this chapter. The basic thrust of all
these explanations, whether the ‘Bonelli-Cafagna’ model of export-led
expansion or Bevilacqua’s analysis of environmental factors, is to deny the
existence of any straightforward relationship between political develop-
ments and economic growth. As such, they challenge the link between eco-
nomic change and political unification that has been so fundamental to the
historical agenda in Italy. With the exception of infrastructural problems,
which formed part of the liberal critique of Bourbon government, the other
causes of Southern ‘backwardness’ recently identified by historians—
vulnerability to fluctuating world markets, land hunger, the failure to irri-
gate—were not major political issues, at least not in the Risorgimento
period. By far the most important factor affecting all the Italian economies
in the nineteenth century was, according to all these explanations, not polit-
ical (national unification) but their integration into world markets. More-
over, this transformation affected different regions of Italy in different
ways and with different results.

It could, in fact, be argued that the only characteristic shared by the Ital-
ian economies was a position of relative weakness vis-à-vis the ‘core’
industrialising regions in Britain, France and Germany. Davis argues that
the very advantages that cheap labour and low levels of internal demand
offered to the Italian producer also proved, in the long run, to be disadvan-
tages. The persistence of a low wage economy greatly assisted exports but
also meant that there were few incentives for producers to develop or use
new technologies. The lack of internal markets for high-technology prod-
ucts was an additional constraint.28 The failed attempt, made after national
unification, to create national markets probably also damaged Italy’s
regional economies. On the one hand, the rapid imposition of a national
economic policy linked to free trade dealt a damaging blow to Southern
industries. On the other hand, and over the longer term, the absence of Ital-
ian markets for Lombard silk or for Sicilian citrus fruits meant that these
producers were very exposed to the rapid fluctuations of world markets.

Revisionist accounts of Italian economic development in the nineteenth
century may ignore the Risorgimento but, obviously, these analyses have
profound implications for Risorgimento historiography. They suggest,
first, that the liberal critique of the economic policies of Restoration gov-
ernments was mistaken. The protectionist policies pursued by the Austrian
Empire in Lombardy-Venetia and by the Bourbon government in the Two
Sicilies were not unpopular, and they seem to have benefited rather than
harmed most sectors of the economy. Furthermore, the revisionist empha-
sis on trade between regions, with world markets as the engine of eco-
nomic expansion, suggests that there was very little governments could
usefully have done to promote economic growth or to cure economic
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‘backwardness’. Implicitly, in other words, revisionists underplay the role
played by liberal governments (most notably the Cavourian administra-
tion) in attracting foreign investment, and the role of the unified state in
promoting industrialisation.

As such, the revisionist approach to Italian economic history links up
with the revisionist approach to Restoration government and to Italian soci-
ety. Along with a focus on the regional and international constraints to
political and economic change, these approaches share a tendency to break
down the old, or Risorgimento, distinctions between progress and reaction.
Whether in political, social or economic terms, the Restoration govern-
ments lacked such a simple choice. Instead, they were faced with the prob-
lem of reconciling diverse, and overlapping, local, regional, economic and
political interests, without any means of adequately representing them
within the government. The failure to formulate coherent economic direc-
tives seems to have been the direct result of this problem.

According to revisionist accounts of economic development, the idea of
a united Italy was a purely political idea. The economic arguments made
by Risorgimento liberals in favour of national unification were, they sug-
gest, mere wishful thinking. Mori refers rather disparagingly to the ‘self-
conscious and unrelenting drive from minority groups of intellectuals’ to
create an Italian nation state. Such an objective, he argues, did not figure in
the plans of larger and more representative economic groups in Italy at this
time, and still less did it figure in the aspirations of the urban and rural
poor.29 According to Cafagna, the establishment of political unity may
have been an economic mistake, retarding rather than promoting industrial-
isation. Moreover, the idea that national unification caused the economic
disparities between North and South is seen as a fiction, a fiction that
derived from political pressures and struggles for political supremacy.30

Why then did national unification take place? How were these unrepre-
sentative, ‘minority groups of intellectuals’ able to establish an Italian
nation state in 1860? It is already apparent, from Chapter 2, that Italian
liberals offered little in the way of a radical and coherent solution to the
structural and administrative difficulties that undermined Restoration gov-
ernment. Moreover, Italians could, evidently, expect little in the way of
material benefits from the creation of a united Italy. Mori suggests that the
major factor in national unification was the support given by British and
French leaders, who were all anxious to find a way of undermining the
power of the Austrian Empire.31 But this explanation is more valid when
applied to the collapse of Restoration government; it fails to account for
the viability of a unitary solution within the domestic scene.

It is in this way that the revisionist historiography of the past two
decades cannot fully explain the process of national unification. In order to
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understand why Italian liberals, however impractical their programme and
however unrepresentative they were of society at large, were still able to
create an entirely different impression of themselves, we need to look
elsewhere. Paradoxically, this search leads us right back to a discussion of
the political, ideological and emotional appeal of unitary nationalism.
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5

The Risorgimento and Italian
nationalism

INTRODUCTION

Nationalism in the Risorgimento based itself on an appeal to a unique and
glorious past that united Italians and distinguished them from other
‘nations’. After political unification in 1860, the Risorgimento itself
became part of Italy’s common past and provided a form of cultural iden-
tity. This shared history, celebrated in Liberal Italy through parades, mon-
uments and popular literature, became more important in defining Italians
than a common sense of ethnic or linguistic identity.1

Nationalist politics were always the central concern in the history of the
Risorgimento, studied in depth long before economic development or
social structure became legitimate historical concerns. Studies of personal-
ity determined the initial direction of Risorgimento history, which was
dominated by the personal reminiscences of prominent liberals.2 Risorgi-
mento leaders became associated with an ideal of national heroism.
Cavour, Vittorio Emanuele II and, above all, Garibaldi, were ranked
among the ‘Great Men’ of the nineteenth century, the ‘creators’ of Italy
and leading proponents of liberty and economic progress. And, as a result
of national unification, Italy also became an inspiration to other aspiring
‘nations’, seeming to confirm that Europe’s future stability lay with nation
states.

The events of 1859–60, which resulted in national unification and which
have always been considered the culmination of the Risorgimento, are well
known, and have already been briefly outlined in Chapter 2. However, as
we have seen, detailed historical research, inspired in part by a sense of
disillusionment with the outcome of the Risorgimento, has long since
dented the heroic myths of nationalist historiography. Quite soon after Ital-
ian unification, historians of diplomacy identified Cavour (along with the
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Prussian leader Otto von Bismarck) as the representative of a new ‘realis-
tic’ approach to politics. For these historians, Cavour represented a new
breed of modern politician willing to manipulate both the international
situation and nationalist aspirations to his own advantage.3

By the 1950s and early 1960s, a new orthodoxy had emerged in Risorg-
imento history, which rejected entirely nationalist mythologies and empha-
sised the elements of Realpolitik. Although Denis Mack Smith challenged
accounts of Cavour’s ‘realism’, he confirmed the more cynical assessment
of Cavour’s personality and aims. His book on the relationship between
Cavour and Garibaldi in 1860 has the revealing subtitle A Study in Politi-
cal Conflict.4 For Mack Smith, and other historians influenced by his
work, the creation of a united Italy in 1861 reflected the political rivalries
rather than the nationalist aspirations of the Risorgimento period. In
explaining Italian unification, more attention was paid to analysing dynas-
tic (Piedmontese) aims, political expediency and international rivalry than
to celebrating a shared ‘Italian’ desire for national independence and unity.
The war of 1859 was seen as a ‘carefully planned accident’, in Arnold
Blumberg’s words, and, as a result of it, ambitious and manipulative politi-
cians had imposed Italian unification from above.5

The development of a ‘non-political’ approach to the Risorgimento,
which stressed the impact of long-term economic and social change on
Risorgimento politics, also confirmed the negative assessment of Italian
unification and the tendency to downgrade the role of nationalism. The
Risorgimento was increasingly seen as a movement of (primarily middle-
class) elites, with no significant popular support for Italian nationalism.
Unification was explained as the outcome of a broader process of change,
of a ‘dual’ economic and political revolution that saw the rise of industrial
capitalism and the growth of nation states.

With this approach went a strong emphasis on the rivalries between
moderate liberals and Mazzinians. Focusing above all on the ‘decade of
preparation’ for unity (1849–59), historians began also to emphasise the
elements of conflict within the Mazzinian movement. Far greater signifi-
cance was given to the critique of Mazzini from the Left, over his refusal
to endorse a federalist and/or a socialist programme. Mazzini’s move, dur-
ing the 1850s, from republicanism to acceptance of a monarchy was inter-
preted as an abandonment of his principles and a defeat for the democratic
movement. According to Alessandro Galante Garrone, Mazzinians were
‘tormented and torn by a profound crisis’ and began a process of irre-
versible decline.6 For Clara Lovett, the experience of political persecution
and the loneliness and hardships of political exile were responsible for
weakening democratic networks and eroding their support amongst the
middle class.7 
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The new or revisionist approach to the ‘Risorgimento’ (not a term that
revisionists favour) does not accept either the nationalist, Realpolitik or
Marxist explanations of Italian unification. Revisionists are virtually unan-
imous in rejecting (indeed, ignoring) the nationalist explanation of unifica-
tion, pointing instead to the persistence of regional and local identities/
conflicts in Risorgimento Italy. They also treat the Realpolitik explanation
with suspicion, associating it with a sense of Italy’s ‘failure’ to live up to
an Anglo-Saxon ‘norm’. Finally, revisionists take issue with the Marxist
assumption of a developmental logic between the rise of capitalism, the
growth of a middle class and the political unification of Italy.

The revisionist dissatisfaction with existing explanations of Italian unifi-
cation manifests itself most clearly in a denial of the central significance of
unification itself. Revisionists seek to ‘de-privilege’ national unification,
and to see national unification as only one possible outcome among many.
They stress the continuity between the political struggles of Restoration
and Liberal Italy, a continuity that can be attributed to conflicts arising
from the process of state formation. According to the revisionist account,
as we saw in Chapter 2, the modernisation of political and bureaucratic
structures by state officials disturbed the established relationships between
state and society, both before and after 1860. The breakdown of these rela-
tionships (visible in, for example, the growing conflicts between the state
and its peripheral territories) was intensified, but not caused, by rapid eco-
nomic and social change. As such, they suggest that resistance to political
or economic change, rather than an unsatisfied desire for it, was responsi-
ble for the persistent instability of nineteenth-century Italian politics.

The implications of the revisionist critique are clear. If there were such
powerful continuities between state formation during the Restoration and
during the Liberal period, and if so much of the social and political instabil-
ity was caused by local/regional tensions, then national unification can
only be explained as an aberration, produced by international power poli-
tics rather than by domestic pressure. In this case too, nationalist move-
ments, however vocal, played a clearly subordinate role to the one played
by, and between, states. Nationalism, in John Breuilly’s words, becomes
more important ‘as a product than as a cause of national unification’. The
‘crucial interventions’ in the unification of Italy were made by the leaders
of Piedmont, not by nationalist movements.8

Implicitly, therefore, the revisionist history of the Risorgimento
endorses an account of nationalism that sees it as a consequence, not a
cause, of nation-state formation. In practice, however, this account is hard
to sustain. Without some reference to the legitimacy of the nationalist solu-
tion within Italy before 1860, it is difficult to account either for Cavour’s
success in manipulating nationalist issues or for the extraordinary—in
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many ways unprecedented—success of Garibaldi in 1860. It is clear that
nationalist movements did not ‘create’ a united Italy, and that Piedmont
did. Yet, nationalism mobilised public opinion against the Restoration
states and in favour of Piedmont. The increasing popularity of nationalism
(even if only among educated elites) made national unity the obvious polit-
ical solution after the Restoration states collapsed. Thus, without reference
to nationalism, and to what Raymond Grew calls the ‘great battle to
mobilise public opinion’, it is impossible to explain why Cavour was able,
or was forced, to unite Italy in 1860.9

Although new research has led revisionist historians to abandon the con-
cepts of ‘liberal progress’ and ‘failed bourgeois revolution’, it has yet to
offer an alternative basis for understanding Italian unification. In order to
explain why Italy was unified in 1860, it is also necessary to look at the
growth of a sense of national identity before 1860, and at the political
impact of nationalist movements. As we shall see, it is very difficult to
distinguish, on the basis of cause and effect, between the growing political
power of Piedmont within Italy and the growing legitimacy of nationalist
ideas. Moreover, the absence of much new work on nationalist politics in
this period poses other problems. There are very few recent studies of the
links between national identity and nation-state formation, and there is still
less work on the links between national identity and popular culture. As a
result, my conclusions in this chapter can only be tentative ones.

NATIONALIST POLITICS

There were two main currents of Italian nationalism in the Risorgimento,
one political and revolutionary, the other literary and scientific. Both had
their roots in the experiences of the revolutionary and Napoleonic occupa-
tions, although they could both, arguably, trace their origins to the literary
and political traditions of early-modern Italy. Literary and scientific
nationalism, based in Northern Italy and associated with a series of jour-
nals, newspapers and professional organisations, will be discussed in the
next section. Its most significant political influence was on the Northern
Italian moderate liberals.

Mazzini was a leading proponent and, to some extent, the creator of
political nationalism. He derived his concept of national self-determination
from German romanticism and particularly from the writings of Kant and
Herder. For Mazzini, nationalism was the new religion for the modern
world. Italy, he believed, had been called upon by God to become a nation,
and it was only by becoming a nation that it could fulfil its mission as an
inspiration for other nations to do the same. Yet, kings and priests, Mazzini
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insisted, had together corrupted and halted the progress of the Italian
nation. Since the institutionalised hierarchies of the Catholic Church had
become an obstruction between God and the people, God spoke instead to
the people through the collective consciousness of nations. Only a Republic
—the ‘democratic expression of popular action’—represented and guaran-
teed the liberty, equality and fraternity of all its citizens.10

For Mazzini, individual liberty and national self-determination were
both inconceivable without a unitary Republic, and a unitary Republic
could only be achieved through popular insurrection. ‘Young Italy is uni-
tary’, he wrote in his general instructions to this organisation, ‘because
without unity there is no real nation.’ Thus, the most important innovation
introduced by Mazzini was the incorporation of romantic nationalism with
revolutionary activism and republicanism.11 Mazzini gave romantic
nationalism a concrete political agenda. In his appeal to popular unitary
republicanism, he also distinguished his programme from the elitism and
sectarianism of the secret societies that had dominated revolutionary poli-
tics in Italy before the 1830s.

The success of Mazzini’s republican organisation ‘Young Italy’, which
during the 1830s and 1840s gathered enough strength and support to organ-
ise a series of uprisings and alarm all of Restoration Italy, lay in its capac-
ity to attract young romantic idealists for whom the idea of individual
redemption and a popular war of liberation had a powerful appeal. More-
over, as Paul Ginsborg shows, individual acts of heroism and martyrdom,
such as the Bandiera brothers’ expedition to Calabria in 1844, could suc-
cessfully publicise an ‘Italian’ revolt against monarchical tyranny even if
the revolt itself was a total failure.12 Although these tactics attracted the
attention of the police throughout Restoration Italy, and although numer-
ous arrests and failed insurrections blunted the movement’s popular
appeal, Young Italy was successful in drawing public attention to Italy’s
‘plight’ and in discrediting Restoration government.

Mazzini’s greatest moment was, undoubtedly, in 1848–9. Through the
revolutionary governments, and most notably through the Constituent
Assembly of the Roman Republic, Mazzini was able, if only for a brief
time, to give his proposals for a united, republican Italy a concrete form.
The defeat of the 1848–9 revolutions in Italy, and the successive defeats
suffered by the increasingly divided democratic movement, has tended to
overshadow the extent to which the experience of the Roman Republic
actually enhanced Mazzini’s prestige and political reputation. In 1848–9,
short-term political defeat masked longer-term changes in the growth and
appeal of nationalist movements.

An enduring consequence of the revolutions was the development of a
nationalist mythology based on its main events and on the personalities
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involved. The achievements of the Milanese ‘five days’ of March 1848,
Garibaldi’s defence of the Roman Republic and the retreat of his army
through the Appennines in an attempt to defend Venice against the Aus-
trian siege, were recorded for history as episodes of extraordinary popular
heroism. After the defence of the Roman Republic, Garibaldi acquired a
unique position as the personification of a national ideal. The scale of his
military successes is attributable, in part, to his capacity to inspire personal
devotion among his followers. Without his charisma, and without the
nationalist enthusiasm of his followers, it is very unlikely that his expedi-
tion to Sicily in 1860 could have succeeded.13

After the defeats of the 1848–9 revolution, more and more liberals in
Italy began to focus on national unity as their primary goal. Before 1848,
moderate liberals had tended to be anti-Austrian not pro-Italian; their inter-
est in ‘Italy’ was confined to history and culture. After the experiences of
1848 these distinctions became difficult to maintain. Even before 1848,
many moderates had become enthusiastic supporters of what was called
‘Neo-Guelphism’, which identified Italian unity with the Roman Catholic
Church. The idea of an Italian confederation with the Pope as President,
put forward by Vincenzo Gioberti (a Piedmontese priest) in 1843, had to
an extent prepared the ground for the moderate espousal of nationalist
causes after 1848. Nationalism began to dominate the political agenda
after the 1848 revolutions. Mazzinians slowly abandoned their dreams of a
unitary Republic in favour of a united Italy in any form, while moderate
liberals began to identify economic progress and individual freedoms with
a notion of national self-determination.

One important basis for the appeal of nationalism in Italy at this time
was that it seemed to offer a simple explanation for Italy’s ‘failure’—the
divisive presence of Austria and of reactionary governments generally,
divisions between Italians and between liberals—together with the simple
solution of national unity. Thus, in this period and for a broad spectrum of
liberal opinion, nationalism came to encompass a whole series of different
political demands. As a political ideology, nationalism offered moderate
liberals many advantages. In much of Europe, liberal public opinion had
begun to promote national self-determination and nation states as the
model for political development. Cavour, and other leading moderate liber-
als such as Ricasoli and Minghetti, came to see in the language of national-
ism a means of emphasising Northern Italy’s separate political interests,
and pitting them against those of Austria. Specifically for moderate liber-
als, who were often more interested in economics than in politics, national-
ism offered a significant opportunity for promoting the separate economic
development of Northern Italy.

Moreover, at this time the international climate appeared to turn against
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multi-national Empires, as the conservative rulers of Austria and Russia
fell out over the war in the Crimea and the French and British governments
adopted a more positive attitude towards nationalist movements. Thus, in
the international arena particularly, Cavour began to speak on behalf of
Piedmont for Italy, and of Italy’s oppression by Austria. The prestige that
this defence of Italy gave to Piedmont made its king, Vittorio Emanuele II,
another late convert to the nationalist cause.

The conversion of Piedmont and of moderate liberals to secular political
nationalism radically altered the dynamics of nationalist politics. As many
Mazzinians were quick to realise, the moderate espousal of Italian interests
gave the nationalist movement a unique opportunity. For the first time, a
political group in power was prepared to promote nationalist issues, even if
only on an occasional basis and in terms that emphasised Italian indepen-
dence rather than unity. As a result of Cavour’s activities in the 1850s,
nationalism acquired far greater respectability and became associated with
political stability rather than with revolutionary upheaval.

The ‘profound crisis’ of Mazzinianism after 1849, and its decline as a
political force, can thus be placed in a different context. National unity, the
primary objective of most Mazzinians after 1849, did become a reality in
1860. Through Garibaldi’s actions in 1860, the Piedmontese moderate lib-
erals were forced to go beyond their original intentions of expelling Aus-
tria from Northern Italy and were forced to unite Northern Italy with the
South. By 1860, national unity seemed the only and obvious solution to
Italy’s political crisis. The Venetian democrat, Daniele Manin, had com-
mented in 1857, ‘give us unity and we will get all the rest.’14 The problem
was that (and here the Marxist analysis is still very helpful) by 1860 the
democratic movement had no institutional or popular base from which to
challenge the moderate liberals or to push the democratic revolution for-
ward. The movement itself was demoralised by the apparent setbacks of
the 1850s. Mazzinians achieved their main aim in 1860 but lacked either a
programme or the power to carry this achievement any further.

Apart from a brief moment in 1860 when the success of Garibaldi’s
expedition to Sicily led to a surge of popular support for a united Italy, the
democratic movement was unable to unite ordinary Italians behind its ideal
of national unity. United Italy was the creation of kings, not of the people.
However, the inability of the democratic movement to unite the people
also made the task facing the moderates much more difficult. The moder-
ates found nationalism a powerful tool in opposition but far less effective
as a means of reconciling the disparate elements of Italian society. More-
over, if 1848–9 had converted the moderates to political nationalism, it had
turned the Papacy against it for the foreseeable future. Thus, an additional
effect of 1848–9 was to destroy the hope of reconciling Roman Catholi-
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cism and Italian nationalism. As such, the moderate liberals’ espousal of
secular unitary nationalism led to a rift between moderate liberals and the
Church. In the event, the establishment of national unity proved to be
extremely divisive.

THE GROWTH OF NATIONALIST OPINION

A distinction needs to be made between, on the one hand, the impact of a
nationalist discourse on Risorgimento politics and, on the other, the politi-
cal impact of nationalist movements. In a study of the cultural origins of
the 1848 revolutions in the South, Enrica di Ciommo argues that the
growth of a nationalist discourse before 1848 had a powerful effect on the
broader terms in which this revolution was experienced and interpreted. To
focus only on revolutionary activities obscures the cultural consequences
of revolutionary conflict.15 In this respect, nationalism could influence the
course of political events even where the nationalist movements them-
selves failed to seize political power.

The presence of Italian nationalism was felt well before the revolutions
of 1848–9 transformed nationalist politics. Many historians trace the
growth of a sense of italianità to the eighteenth century and/or to the revo-
lutionary and Napoleonic period. Franco della Peruta has shown, for exam-
ple, how soldiers’ experiences between 1796 and 1814 emphasised a sense
of national consciousness and ‘belonging’. In Italy as a whole at this time,
the use of symbols such as the tricolour flag appealed to a nascent national
identity.16

The growth of a sense of italianità is also one of the most striking
aspects of developments in the visual arts and literature, in the press and in
the activities of scientific and economic associations during this period.
From the eighteenth century onwards, romantic nationalism pervaded the
visual arts. Representations of Italy’s past often conveyed a powerful polit-
ical message, a message that was deliberately placed in a historical context
in order to avoid censorship.17 During the revolutionary and Napoleonic
period, the romantic tragedies of Cesare Alfieri and the poetry of Ugo Fos-
colo also invoked a cultural (linguistic) sense of nationhood and national
identity long before these became legitimate political concerns.18

The revolt of intellectuals against Restoration government was a power-
ful factor in the development of opposition movements after 1815. This
discontent, due partly to the closing of employment opportunities in state
bureaucracies and partly to press censorship, rapidly acquired a national,
and nationalist, significance.19 According to Adrian Lyttleton, ‘it was
communication rather than the production and exchange of material goods
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which was most severely hindered by the existing system of states.’20 Pro-
fessional literary men writing for a market, and those involved in the book
trade itself, had thus much to gain from the establishment of a less particu-
larist, larger Italian culture.

In the course of the eighteenth century, Italy’s common past had been
‘discovered’ by journalists and publishers. After the Restoration, a large
number of new literary groups and publishing ventures were established in
Northern and Central Italy, and these too were centred around explorations
and discussions of Italian history and literature. Many literary publications,
most notably Il Conciliatore in Lombardy and L’Antologia in Tuscany,
rapidly acquired a political, oppositional edge and played a crucial role in
the development of nationalist ideas and in the growth of nationalist net-
works. Before 1848, it was primarily through newspapers and journals that
both the revolutionary activism of Mazzini and the economic federalism of
Carlo Cattaneo became what Angelica Gernert calls a ‘programme of
action’. Cavour’s first experience of politics was through his editorship of
the newspaper Il Risorgimento in the 1840s.21

The coming together of liberal public opinion around an idea of nation-
hood can also be observed in economic and scientific circles. From the
1830s onwards, liberal agrarian associations in individual Restoration
states began to seek contact with each other on a ‘national’ scale. During
the 1840s, a series of scientific congresses were held that gathered scien-
tists from all over Italy and addressed scientific questions in ‘national’
terms. Sylvana Patriarca shows how an enthusiasm for statistical analysis
among educated elites also shaped liberal perceptions of the Italian nation.
Statistical representations of Italy were, she argues, ‘a clear rhetorical
weapon in the hands of the Italian patriots and reformers’, constituting a
‘precise political statement about the legitimacy and viability of the future
nation’.22

The revolutions of 1848–9 were a watershed in the development of a
nationalist culture in Italy. Piedmont’s liberalisation of the press laws and
the laws concerning public assembly in 1848 established a whole new, and
more public, focus for nationalist activity. It is in this respect that the organ-
isation of the Italian National Society is so significant. Set up in 1857 by
the democrats Daniele Manin and Giorgio Pallavicino in order to promote
nationalist ideas, and aimed particularly at Piedmontese moderates, the
National Society raised money, organised public meetings and produced
newspapers to publicise the nationalist cause.

The National Society played a vital role in giving the nationalist cause in
Italy a base among the educated middle class. The organisation of the
National Society also marks an important transformation in the political
discourse of Italian nationalism, away from the language of revolutionary
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conspiracy and popular insurrection toward the respectability of ‘public’
parliamentary and journalistic debate. Its leaders persuaded Cavour that a
useful nationalist alternative to revolutionary Republicanism existed. By
1860, as Grew shows, the National Society’s influence dominated liberal
circles in Central Italy, and it was instrumental in winning middle-class
support for union with Piedmont-Lombardy.23 The National Society was
largely responsible for organising the plebiscites in Central Italy which
voted for union with the North. Moreover, Garibaldi’s expedition to Sicily
was made possible, at least in part, by money raised by the National Soci-
ety in Piedmont, Lombardy and the Central Italian Duchies.24

In an explanation of why Italy was unified in 1860, the growing political
hegemony of Piedmont within Italy cannot be effectively distinguished
from the increasing popularity of cultural nationalism or from the growth
of a nationalist political culture. If, however, the relationship between
national unification and elite culture seems undeniable, the same cannot be
said for popular culture. Since nationalism was, before 1860, a movement
confined to an urban literate elite, its links with the rest of the population,
particularly the rural population, are difficult to explore in any detail. It
seems clear that, in so far as nationalist ideas evoked a strong popular
response, this response was found in the major cities. There is, for exam-
ple, evidence of popular engagement with nationalist issues in Rome,
Milan and Venice during the 1848–9 revolutions, perhaps because the
presence there of foreign (Austrian or French) armies made these issues
more immediately relevant. Even in these cases, however, little is known
about the ‘view from below’—about the forms of popular response or
about participation in voluntary organisations.

Recent research stresses the community basis of political conflict in
rural Italy and questions the possibility of any identification between com-
munity and nation. According to Lyttleton, Italian democrats never suc-
ceeded in overcoming the gap between city and countryside. The Church’s
opposition to Mazzini’s secular religion considerably blunted its popular
appeal. His anti-clericalism alienated the rural clergy, who were such an
important factor elsewhere in winning peasant support for the nationalist
cause. Moreover, Lyttleton argues that the interest in rural life and folk
culture, ‘so strong a component of many nineteenth-century nationalisms’,
was largely absent in Italy.25

In this way, historical analysis of the links between Risorgimento ideals
and popular culture focuses on what was missing: Italian nationalist
movements had no interest in rural life, and the peasantry had no interest in
nationalism. This implies that there is, in effect, no history of popular cul-
ture in the Risorgimento to write about. However, some new research sug-
gests that political events and new ideas could have a powerful impact on

70 THE ITALIAN RISORGIMENTO



rural communities, even if their results were not always those intended. In
particular, the work of Rizzi and de Clementi on the impact of revolution-
ary change in the Roman province of Lazio suggests that even short-term
and failed revolutionary change could have a long-term effect on the struc-
ture of power in local communities. The advent of the Roman Republic in
1849 may, they suggest, have radically altered peasant attitudes to author-
ity and to the Papal regime. It gave rise to generational conflict and chal-
lenged established hierarchies, as well as emphasising pre-existing com-
munity divisions. The formation of popular clubs and political organisa-
tions in the osterie and caffé of Lazio also signals an important transforma-
tion in political behaviour and a growing awareness of ‘national’ issues.26

There is, perhaps, another way in which the relationship between popu-
lar culture and Risorgimento ideals could be explored, which might also
throw a different light on the activities of nationalist movements. Histori-
ans’ embarrassment at what Raymond Grew describes as ‘the miraculous
stories, pseudo-Baptisms and adulation surrounding Risorgimento heroes’
has meant that the relationship of these representations to popular culture
has never been studied in depth.27 However, the use which Italian national-
ists made of religious symbolism, and their appeal to religious values, may
explain one element of the popular response to Garibaldi. According to
Grew, Garibaldi’s ability (and the more limited ability of other Risorgi-
mento heroes) to mobilise popular opinion owes much to their endorse-
ment of popular religious feelings. Grew defines these feelings as the
‘common operative values of fairness, dignity and social order’ and this
seems to have been precisely what Garibaldi (briefly) offered to the Sicil-
ian peasantry in 1860.28 In this way, a study of religion and popular beliefs
in the Risorgimento might well open up new perspectives on the relation-
ship between political leadership and popular culture. By confronting the
nationalist myths of the Risorgimento, instead of trying to ignore them, it
may yet be possible to write the history of popular, culture in the
Risorgimento.

CONCLUSION

The slow development of a national culture in Italy, and the growth of a
nationalist discourse among educated elites, strongly influenced both the
nature and the outcome of the crisis in 1859–60. National unification, in
this respect, is not at all difficult to explain. In both Italy and in Europe,
one of the great strengths of nationalism was its capacity to appeal on dif-
ferent levels to different groups. Nationalism gave meaning to diverse
opposition movements and to the diffuse resentment felt towards Restora-
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tion governments. Both Mazzinians and moderates could find in national-
ist discourse a justification for their political beliefs and actions. Using the
political language of nationhood, Mazzinians and moderates were able to
present their programmes as the embodiment of liberty and progress, and
their aims as a set of selfevident, unavoidable national imperatives.

Yet, the very factors that made nationalism unstoppable by 1860 also
created great difficulties. Notwithstanding the claims made by its support-
ers, national unity was a political and cultural aspiration, not a historical
inevitability. There was little agreement about how the Italian nation
should be defined. Romantic representations of nationhood had nothing in
common with the scientific descriptions of statisticians. The secular mes-
sage of Italian nationalism clashed with the unifying beliefs and customs
of the Catholic Church. The ‘national’ interests of moderate liberals lay
with a separate union of Northern Italy, and with a reformed political sys-
tem controlled by an enlightened elite that would bring about material
progress. Mazzinians, by contrast, identified the nation with popular
sovereignty, and with an ideal of unitary republicanism and revolution that
thoroughly alarmed moderate liberals.

For Italian elites, ‘nationalism’ was often a euphemism for
‘regionalism’; their sense of patria could also be defined in local terms.
Enthusiasm for nationalist ideas masked the resentment felt by Palermo
liberals towards Naples, and the jealousy between Tuscan and Piedmon-
tese reformers. The members of middle-class circles who read nationalist
newspapers and participated in National Society debates in Northern and
Central Italy cared little, if at all, for the demands of Sicilian peasants who
saw Garibaldi as their personal saviour. 

The political, diplomatic and economic disappointments of Italian unity,
which fuelled the increasingly bitter political struggle after 1860, will be
discussed in the concluding chapter. Behind these disappointments, how-
ever, lay a deeper dissatisfaction with nationalism itself. Although a con-
sciousness of national identity developed with the establishment of a new,
public sphere, this public sphere excluded all but the most wealthy and
literate. As such, national identity was defined very narrowly. Not only the
poor and illiterate but all women, whose role in the Risorgimento was
defined by Mazzini as that of ‘mother, sister and wife’, were excluded
from legitimate participation in this new national public sphere. At the
same time, the steadfast opposition of the Church challenged the unitary
appeal of nationalism and provided an alternative source of cultural identity.

In all these respects, nationalism offered no permanent basis around
which Italians (or Sicilians, Tuscans or Venetians) could unite, and no
coherent political alternative to Italy’s disintegrating Restoration govern-
ments. The events of 1859–60, accompanied as they were by a foreign
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war, institutional collapse and popular upheaval, greatly intensified the
same rivalries, conflicts and tensions that had led to political instability in
the first place. It is thus hardly surprising that the Mazzinian formulation
of national unity and self-determination, which made Italy for the next
sixty years such an example and inspiration to other aspiring ‘nations’,
proved incapable of satisfying anybody in the country of its birth.
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6

National unification and the
‘post-Risorgimento’

ITALIAN ‘PECULIARITIES’

The experiences of Liberal Italy in the ‘post-Risorgimento’ were in fact a
disappointment to many. The ‘poetry of the Risorgimento’, in Charles
Delzell’s words, ‘gave way to the prose of the post-Risorgimento’.1 The
failure immediately to include Venetia and Rome within the unitary state
seemed a particularly striking admission of national weakness. Rome was
an especially potent symbol of Italian unity and strength, and its absence
from Liberal Italy was felt very acutely. Rome only became part of Italy in
1870, when defeat in the Franco-Prussian war forced Napoleon III to with-
draw the French garrison from Rome. The price was a lasting breach
between Church and state. Pope Pio IX withdrew as a self-proclaimed
‘prisoner’ into the Vatican, and a papal encyclical threatened Catholics
with excommunication if they participated in Italian politics. Venetia was
won from the Austrians earlier, in 1866, but only after a humiliating defeat
by the Austrian navy had served to emphasise Italy’s lack of independence
and power. Other Italian regions, most notably the Trentino (or South
Tyrol), remained ‘unredeemed’ until after the First World War.

Liberal Italy experienced other immediate difficulties in the first few
decades of national government. Popular unrest did not cease with the col-
lapse of the Restoration states. The explosion of rural banditry in the South
and urban riots in Turin and Milan created severe public-order crises
throughout the 1860s. During the war against Austria in 1866, anti-
government rebels occupied the city of Palermo and held it for a week in
defiance of government authority. During the 1870s, parts of Central and
Southern Italy became major strongholds of anarchist activity.

These problems can also be seen against the background of a financial
crisis and slow economic growth. The growing budget deficit led to a con-
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vertibility crisis in 1866 and to the decision in 1868 to reinstate the maci-
nato (grist) tax, an unpopular tax associated with the ancien régime. The
expected benefits of free trade were slow to materialise too, bringing pros-
perity to areas of commercial agriculture but dealing a sometimes devastat-
ing blow to manufacturing industry, particularly in the South.

Political life in Liberal Italy was also a source of dissatisfaction. The
decision, made by Cavour and emphasised by his successors, to ‘piedmon-
tise’ all existing administrative institutions and, thereby, to impose a cen-
tralised political structure on the rest of Italy, was unpopular in most of the
former states. It served to emphasise rather than undermine regional rival-
ries and local resistance. Centralisation was accompanied by a parliamen-
tary system based on a narrow suffrage (2 per cent of the population) and
by a repressive policy towards popular unrest that seemed to be little differ-
ent from the practices of the ancien régime.

Underlying all these problems was the more long-term failure of the
new state to embody national unity, to establish political consensus or (the
most spectacular failure of all) to unify the wealthy, urban North with the
impoverished, rural South. At the time, members of the Left opposition in
the Italian parliament (former Mazzinians, radicals and federalists) empha-
sised these problems and pointed to the evidence of failed ‘resurgence’.
These sentiments were echoed in later historical debates. In Marxist analy-
ses, the shortcomings of liberal Italy were explained by reference to the
failures of national unification and the Risorgimento. The ‘passive’ nature
of Italy’s revolution had led, it was argued, to a weak bourgeois hegemony
and, hence, to the reliance on coercion rather than popular consent as a
basis for government. The economic ‘backwardness’ of Liberal Italy was
also attributed to this passive revolution and, specifically, to the failure to
eradicate feudal residues and allow commercial relations of production to
penetrate the countryside.

One great attraction of this approach was how much it explained. It sug-
gested that Italy’s economic and political development in the nineteenth
century had a single, discernible pattern. The experiences of Liberal Italy,
its failure to develop as a full parliamentary democracy and, thus, its even-
tual collapse into fascism, could be traced back to the process of national
unification and to the struggles of the Risorgimento. In this way, Italy’s
unique experience in the nineteenth century (no other ‘nation’ had a ‘risorg-
imento’) accounted for its ‘peculiar’ development in the twentieth century.

More recently, many historians have come to criticise the assumptions
underlying this approach. Revisionist historians question Marxist defini-
tions of class as an economic category and they question the role assigned
to class in political change. Most revisionist research on social change in
nineteenth-century Italy implicitly rejects the identification of the Risorgi-
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mento with a failed bourgeois revolution. Revisionist historians also ques-
tion assumptions as to the inevitable downfall of Restoration government
in Italy, and emphasise instead the modernising aspects of these regimes.
They adopt an approach towards political and economic change in nine-
teenth-century Italy that challenges the teleological focus of previous
accounts, and attempts to avoid reducing assessments of modernisation to
single categories such as class or nation. Finally, revisionists have sought
to abandon notions of the ‘peculiarities’ of Italy’s development which are
inherent not only in the Marxist explanation of a failed Risorgimento, but
even in the concept of a Risorgimento itself.

By focusing on the continuities between Restoration and Liberal Italy,
revisionists are able to illuminate the ‘peculiar’ features of political change
in nineteenth-century Italy. They also place this change in a broader con-
text. Through an emphasis on the modernising process of state formation,
the political instability that was such an enduring feature of nineteenth-
century Italy can be explained, but in a way that avoids reducing this expe-
rience to its outcome (national unity, industrialisation, fascism). The revi-
sionist description of state formation in nineteenth-century Italy centres on
a set of relationships (state-society, centre-periphery, church-state), and
argues that what altered these relationships, and caused so much upheaval,
was not so much economic change as changes in the way in which political
power was conceived and exercised. National unification, as we have seen,
was one result of the crisis caused by these political changes.

Seen from a comparative perspective, three factors distinguish the Ital-
ian experience of state formation from the British, French or German cases
in this period—the general failure of internal reform before 1860 (Pied-
mont is a partial exception), the scale of the political crisis in 1859–60 and
the subsequent failure to overcome regional barriers to ‘nation-building’.
These factors seem to account both for the collapse of the Restoration
states in 1859–60 and for the political instability of Liberal Italy.

Italy’s ‘peculiarities’, such as they are, can be partially explained by the
greater vulnerability of the Restoration states to international pressure.
Between 1815 and 1860, Italy’s political destiny was to a considerable
extent decided by statesmen in Vienna, Paris and London. Austrian protec-
tion after 1815 meant that the fortunes of Italy’s Restoration states rose and
fell with Austria. Thus, until the defeat of Austria in 1859, the Restoration
states could for the most part ignore internal pressure for political change.
With the defeat of Austria, this pressure became overwhelming. After
1860, foreign policy considerations, and specifically the necessity of
demonstrating the integrity and viability of the new state to the European
powers, influenced the decision rapidly to unify Italy’s administrative
structures and to repress popular and political unrest.2
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The problem of maintaining territorial integrity also seems to have been
far more acute in Italy than elsewhere. Karl Wegert suggests that the expe-
rience of state formation in the nineteenth century was far easier, and far
more tranquil, in smaller, more compact states such as those of South-West
Germany.3 In Italy, local, elite-led resistance to administrative modernisa-
tion challenged the territorial integrity of many states. Most notably in the
Two Sicilies and the Papal States, this resistance undermined the process
of internal reform. Thus, the threat of internal disintegration contributed to
the crisis of Restoration government. In view of the outcome of the events
of 1859–60, it is not surprising that after 1860 the same problem of main-
taining territorial control persisted. Local and regional resistance to the
new central power after 1860 frustrated the process of bureaucratic mod-
ernisation and undermined efforts to construct a sense of national identity.4

The hostile attitude of the Church to united Italy further weakened both
the state’s legitimacy and its interventionary power. The Church’s attitude,
and the physical presence of the Pope in Italy, perhaps accounts for the
greatest ‘peculiarity’ of the Italian experience. Although the struggle
between Church and state was a prominent feature of nation-state forma-
tion in France and Germany, only in Italy was the Church’s temporal
power under threat. In this respect, and in striking contrast to political
nationalism in Ireland and in parts of Eastern Europe (arguably the
‘nations’ most affected by the Italian experience), Italian nationalism after
1848 was set on a collision course with the Catholic Church. The collision,
which came about with national unification, emphasised the ‘national’
power of the Church and the fragility of the secular ‘Italian’ state.

When Pope Pio IX obliged Italians to choose between their loyalty to
the Church and their support of the new state, he dealt a devastating blow
to the legitimacy of Liberal Italy. Pio IX, unlike the new state, possessed
both the moral and the institutional power to enforce his instructions. The
beliefs, rituals and language of the Catholic Church united Italians, as
Gioberti had noted in the 1840s, in ways that a sense of secular nationhood
did not. In the overwhelming majority of cases, the Church’s control of
education and charity also gave priests a hold over local politics that the
liberal state, for all its claim to represent a new bureaucratic authority,
could not even aspire to.

A REVISIONIST RISORGIMENTO?

By emphasising the changes brought about by state formation in nine-
teenth-century Italy, the new revisionist approach lends itself to a compara-
tive rather than a national-specific analysis. In this respect, it represents a
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radical and innovative departure from previous historiographical traditions
in Italy and reflects, more broadly, a revised understanding of the role of
the state in European modernisation. It also attempts to challenge the tele-
ology of previous approaches that linked the process of ‘Risorgimento’ to
that of national unification and to fascism.

This challenge to teleology, which again reflects wider changes in nine-
teenth-century historiography, is quite controversial. John Breuilly (refer-
ring to trends in German rather than Italian historiography) has suggested
that teleology—‘the understanding of events and situations in relation to
what comes afterwards’—is an essential part of historical explanation;
‘knowing what comes next’ is, indeed, the ‘one advantage the historian
enjoys over the historical actors’. He argues that the only alternative to a
teleological approach is a historicist one, based on the argument that
‘every historical case must be understood on its terms, and for its own
sake’. For Breuilly, the historicist approach is untenable and incoherent,
representing an abandonment of the attempt to understand general pro-
cesses of change over time.5

Although Breuilly expresses the unease felt by many historians, this
rejection of a middle way between historicism, on the one hand, and teleol-
ogy, on the other, seems to be somewhat misplaced. The neat patterns
established by historians in an attempt to understand general processes
over time can be quite misleading, whereas a more openended analysis can
actually clarify the different experiences of change and modernisation. In
any case, the revisionist critique of teleology in modern Italian historiogra-
phy does not represent anything quite as drastic as Breuilly suggests. To an
extent, Italian historians have circumvented the problem of historicism by
substituting ‘state formation’ for ‘Risorgimento’. State formation is con-
ceived as a process with a variety of possible outcomes, of which only one
is nation-state formation. Moreover, behind the revisionist challenge to
teleology lies a distinct research agenda: to account for the uneven spatial
and temporal aspects of modernisation and to bring out the different ways
in which it was experienced. 

Ultimately, at the centre of the revisionist agenda is a drive to abandon
the whole idea of a ‘Risorgimento’, now seen merely as the product of a
nineteenth-century myth that stressed a common Italian past.6 The Risorg-
imento, the ideological expression of a cultural and political minority, is
thus divorced from the process of national unification. State formation, not
the aspirations and misconceptions of Italian nationalists, determined polit-
ical change in nineteenth-century Italy.

The revisionist critique of the teleology of ‘Risorgimento’ has undoubt-
edly led to a new, vigorous and stimulating approach to nineteenth-century
Italy. However, as a result of this new research, it has become very diffi-
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cult for historians to explain why national unification ever took place in
Italy. The process of state formation may explain aspects of the ‘mod-
ernising’ process, and it seems to account for the political instability of
early nineteenth-century Italy. What it cannot explain is national unifica-
tion. National unification was far from the obvious solution to the crisis of
Restoration Italy in 1859–60. Indeed, since this crisis can in part be
attributed to the fear rulers had of territorial disintegration, then the disad-
vantages of creating a much larger, more unwieldy state should have been
obvious to everyone.

As such, the appeal of a myth of ‘resurgence’ through national unity
cannot be ignored. National unification was seen as a solution in 1859–60
since by then it seemed, however mistakenly, to be a historical inevitabil-
ity. In this respect, the misjudgements of contemporaries tell us more than
historians, with the benefit of hindsight, can reveal. Moreover, historical
interest in the Risorgimento also reflects the growing legitimacy of nation-
alism as a solution to political crisis. If a tension between what was, and
what might have been, determined historical debate, this tension reflects
political struggle in the years before unification. A sense of Italy’s future
possibilities, and a dissatisfaction with its present state, dominated liberal
discourse and political opposition in this period. Historical narratives, with
their emphasis on turbulent events, flamboyant personalities and clearly
identifiable villains are, in a sense, the product of nationalist demands.
Even Marxist analyses, by stressing the disastrous consequences of a failed
revolution, respond to the disappointment of the democratic movement in
the years after 1848.

The link between the Risorgimento and national unification may ulti-
mately prove difficult to break. No other European ‘nation’ had a ‘Risorg-
imento’ and none described these experiences in such vivid, romantic
terms. The revisionist approach to state formation, with its emphasis on
identifiable structural change, neglects the relationship of political change
to Risorgimento ideals. As Raymond Grew points out, clichés have con-
tent; myths and stereotypes are also a form of historical evidence.7 In order
to deconstruct national myths, we have first to understand their meaning
and impact. In order to explain why the process of state formation in Italy
resulted in national unification, it is necessary to refer to the emotional and
political appeal of nationalism. The ‘poetry of the Risorgimento’, and the
potency of this unique national myth, may have blinded nationalists to the
powerful divisions within Italian society but the drive for national unity
and/or independence significantly altered the outcome of state formation.
The ‘poetry of the Risorgimento’ may not explain the ‘prose of the post-
Risorgimento’, and it does not account for the process of change in nine-
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teenth-century Italy. It can, however, provide crucial insights into the ways
in which this change was explained, experienced and acted upon.
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There are a number of local studies of the new associational life of urban
elites in A.M.Banti and M. Meriggi (eds), ‘Élites e associazioni nell’Italia
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innovative analysis of the relationship between bandits and the state see M.
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the Risorgimento’, in F.Coppa (ed.), Studies in Modern Italian History.
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ology, while M. d’Azeglio, Things I Remember (London, 1966), a personal
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