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Abstract


Connor Winchell

	The study of the Italian Risorgimento has a long and somewhat complicated history. At the heart of the subject is the birth of Italian nationalism and its effects on creating both a single, central Italian state, and a national consciousness. The term Risorgimento itself translates to “rebirth” or “renewal” differentiating itself from its contemporary relatives, such as German nationalism, with the implied present decline thus requiring a rebirth of the nation. In the two centuries since the era, historians have debated the primary factors of the process of unification, and the level to which nationalism affected said process. Some historians such as Benedetto Croce follow a school of thought placing the creation of a liberal, unified, state as the crowning achievement of Italian nationalism, arguing that it was the primary factor for unification, and that it should be distinctly defined from the later development of fascism. Others, such as Antonio Gramsci, believe the period to be defined by a failed class struggle, placing fascism as the natural development out of the Risorgimento’s failure to galvanize nationalism into a true revolution. Political historians like Denis Mack Smith place nationalism well below the need for elites to maintain and exert power and instead lead with the political actions and parties as the leading cause of unification. Alberto Banti and Paul Ginsberg, cultural historians in the field, look to the products of a burgeoning Italian identity as evidence, finding suitable cause to argue for nationalism’s primary role in the unification, even before it was fully elaborated, in the works of Italian patriots and artists. Economic historians also play a role, with John A. Davis re-examining the data from the period and relating the politics of markets with the regional cultures and identities of Italy, while also questioning the interpretations of Gramsci and his fellow Marxist historians. 


There are many ways to study history, and many ways to comprehend the sources, evidence, and scholarship in any given field. But within the field of the Italian Risorgimento lies a central question: What role did Italian nationalism play in the events of unification, both prior and post? Historians like Benedetto Croce and Antonio Gramsci debate the role of nationalism in the 1920s, followed by a group of young historians revising the events leading to the Risorgimento and thus recontextualizing nationalism. Denis Mack Smith, a historian from the 1950s placed the political tensions and maneuvers far above the cultural aspect, motivated by his experience with the nationalist regime of Nazi Germany and Japan in World War Two. Yet another view is that of Alberto Banti, who placed nationalism as one of the primary factors influencing the Risorgimento, examining the cultural products of the period to illustrate his point. Lastly, alongside Banti’s challenge of established norms, there was growing pressure to re-examine the conceptions of the period as a whole, and its links to what came before and after.   John A. Davis, an economic historian and his article Remapping Italy’s Path to the Twentieth Century exemplify this growing push, putting historian’s views in concert with one another directly, and interweaving the economics of the Risorgimento into the new interpretation. These scholars all place nationalism in concert with the figures and parties of the period, attempting to explain its effects in the birth of an Italian identity. Their combined efforts, pieced together, create a portrayal of nationalism as a major, and evident factor in the Italian Risorgimento and unification.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Not mentioned here, Lucy Riall is a prominent historian of the Risorgimento in the modern day and has done excellent work in the historiography of the field. The first chapter of her book, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state, entirely dedicated to explaining the interpretations leading up to Her’s and is used throughout this document when access to these works was difficult.] 

The first thing to investigate when discussing the history and historiography of Risorgimento is the word itself. “Risorgimento” translates roughly to “rebirth” or “renewal”, but in the context of the mid 1800s and Italian nationalism, the term has more implications to it. Like other nationalist movements in the period, such as German nationalism, Italian nationalism speaks to a “heroic past” of the nation, a shared history of triumph and legends. However, it differs from its contemporaries with the inclusion of the idea of “rebirth”. It implied a contemporary decline of Italian society and, combined with the glowing construction of the heroic past, gave the Risorgimento movement an urgency to participate and perpetuate its goals.[footnoteRef:3] Acceptance and use of this term comes with some loaded historical questions. It this context, it will be used as a delineation for the period of Italian history, dating roughly 1790 to 1870. [3:  Lucy Riall, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state. Basingstoke, England, (Palgrave Macmillan), 39-40] 

Beginning the list of scholars of the Risorgimento starting in 1928 was Benedetto Croce, who studied the period under a liberal lens. Croce argued that the liberal Italy spawned from the Piedmontese monarchy should not be judged by its relationship with later Italian fascism and wrote to defend the achievements of Risorgimento Italy. He related fascism instead to World War One, because of unrest spawned from the failure of the government under Victor Emannuel III and his prime minister Antonio Salandra. The twelve battles at the Isonzo left many Italians dead in a futile effort to take ground, and at the war’s end, Italy had little to show for it. Therefore, Croce placed the development of fascism and the end of constitutional rule as a direct result of an incompetent government, not the ideology that birthed the Italian state. Opposite Croce was Antonio Gramsci, who was a Marxist scholar that argued multiple links from Italian liberalism to fascism under Mussolini via “passive revolution”. Gramsci’s theory does face issues, as his idea of a “passive revolution” one dictated by reformist elite’s desire to maintain power and inability to establish hegemony, is contradictory to the devolution of power to regional authorities that took place during the Unification. Additionally, Gramsci’s economic theory and ideas about the weak modernization of Italy require economic data from the period that doesn’t exist in the require capacity.[footnoteRef:4] Outside of the debate of these two, historians in the field did generally regard fascism as a failure of the liberal movement and a scar on its legacy. This is in part because of the work Mussolini did to style and connect fascism to the Italian past in propaganda and prose, and partly because of genuine, factual carryovers between the two.  [4:  John A. Davis, Remapping Italy’s path to the Twentieth Century, 1994, Journal of Modern History, Volume 66. No.2, 4.] 

The next period of the Risorgimento scholarship, although brief, was the advent of social history in the field. Social history, as well as new primary sources being published, allowed for a “revision” in the history of the Restoration States. These states are the various dukedoms, republics, and other states that existed on the Italian peninsula in 1815, immediately after Napoleonic France’s exit from the region, and were the collection of states that would coalesce into a united Italy in 1861. The revision, published and written by young historians, painted the Restoration states in a more liberal or progressive light, as opposed to the previous perception of their conservative policy and nature.[footnoteRef:5] The byproduct of this focus on the policies and formation of the Restoration states in conjunction with the later process of forming the Italian state was an emphasis on the actions of elites, and the reframing of the Risorgimento as an upper-level affair in Italian society.  By focusing on that, these historians sidelined any hint of class struggle and nationalism as factors in the events of the period. This is a trend seen in later Risorgimento historiography, where certain historians either overplay or underexplain one or two forces working in the period. [5:  In the sources consulted and cited for this paper, most of their sections on historiography make note of this new group of sources and young historians fostering the “revision” in the study. None of these sources enumerated who these historians are or where the sources came from. This leads to the conclusion that these either were not truly that influential or have never been able to be identified.] 

	As the historiography progressed into the 1950s and 60s, the focus turned onto one rising historian, Denis Mack Smith. Smith published multiple works on the Risorgimento, including The Making of Italy, 1796-1870 in 1968 and later Mazzini in 1994. Smith’s prevailing theory rejected prior emphasis on the “great men” or figures of the period, like Garibaldi, Cavour and Mazzini and instead focused on political rivalries of the states in the peninsula and the foreign powers exerting influence into the region, like France and Austria.[footnoteRef:6] He posits that the formation of a unified Italian state was spurred on by these rivalries, where the Italian realms played off France’s and Austria’s struggle for dominance to make themselves a player on the political stage. By doing so, Smith downplays the role of nationalism and the figures like Mazzini who helped formulate an Italian idea.[footnoteRef:7] For example, Smith explains that the local forces within Italy, i.e: nationalism, were too weak to cause the Italian unification, instead placing responsibility on outside influences.[footnoteRef:8]This is not without reason, however, as Smith represents the post World-War Two era’s anxieties around nationalism and what it leads to. This makes the apprehension of illustrating nationalism’s role fully understandable. However, these anxieties create problems in Smith’s theory, blurring the line between objectivity and Smith’s own opinions. According to Smith, it was the political actions of Italians under threats both foreign and domestic that facilitated Italian Unification. Contrary to his interpretation, are the rivalries between Italian states, as well as the prominent regional identities that have resisted subjugation. Furthermore, if nationalist figures played minor role, then the new Italian should reflect that. Instead, it mirrored the interpretation of nationalism used by the Piedmontese monarchy, emphasizing the unity of the state and culture, as well as encouraging the continued creation of nationalist works of writing and art. The new Kingdom also worked to empower local governments to grow political involvement at a local level, reflecting some of Mazzini’s ideas. [6:  Riall, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state, 118, 120.]  [7:  Despite doing a biography of Mazzini, Smith still focuses on his political actions, such as forming Young Italy, a group of patriots and scholars who helped propagate Mazzini’s ideas of nationalism. Smith calls it the “First political part of Italy’ and leaves it at that. See pages 4-6 of Denis Mack Smith, Mazzini. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994. ]  [8:  Denis Mack Smith, The Making of Italy, 1796-1870. London: Macmillan, 1968, 7-8.
] 

	Yet another, later, interpretation of the Risorgimento comes from historian Alberto Banti starting in the late 1990s. Banti is primarily a cultural historian and brought that expertise to his work. He advocates for a “Risorgimento Canon” a collection of around forty works by young Italian patriots writing, painting, and performing, and in doing so, defining their visions of Italy.[footnoteRef:9] Banti’s approach sought to challenge established interpretations and begins in 2000 with La naizione del Risorgimento, in which Banti performed a reassessment of the origin and significance of Italian nationalism. He, alongside another historian, Paul Ginsberg, propose an interpretation of the Risorgimento as a “mass movement”, defining the Risorgimento by a popular participation of the people in wars, celebrations, and political affairs.[footnoteRef:10] To argue his point of mass participation and national awareness, Banti conducted research into the cultural activity in the various regions of Italy prior to unification and even prior to the spread of Mazzini’s ideas of nationalism. He found that even before unification, ideas of what it meant or looked like to be an “Italian” were developing across the regional boundaries, similar trends or features were emerging in paintings, music and theatre. Furthermore, intellectual activity paralleled the cultural development, with scientific and economic fields beginning to come together into broader Italian organizations over their previous regional ones.[footnoteRef:11] There were some issues with Banti’s interpretation, as there often are with new lenses of history. For one, the idea of a mass movement overshadows any other ideological camps or positions in the era such as the debate between monarchist moderates and radical republicans. Additionally, Banti relied on less tangible aspects of the historical record, reading the emotions and expressions of Italian figures for his evidence, analyzing works such as paintings and poetry. Furthermore, Banti, in a way similar to Smith’s focus on political actions, focused on the cultural influences of these Italian creatives, ignoring their participation in organizations like Mazzini’s Young Italy.  Interestingly, the two historians, Denis Mack Smith and Alberto Banti, complement each other quite well, analyzing the aspects of the period the other tended to ignore, and creating parallel versions of Italian nationalism, even without naming it so. Smith’s emphasis on the politics of the nation-state portrayed a version where the desire for a representative national body was beaten out by the need to project a unified front to maintain elite power and stay in control. Across from him sits Banti, who posits the alternative version, where the people came together across regional lines with a growing desire for a state of their people, for its own sake. These two combined gives rise to an early version of later, more complete images of the period, taking the cultural influences of the figures like Mazzini and melding it with the political achievements of those they influence. [9:  Derek Beales, Eugenio F Biageni, The Risorgimento and the unification of Italy, 2nd rev. London; Longman, 2002 8-9; Riall, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state, 123.]  [10:  Riall, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state, 123.]  [11:  Riall, Risorgimento: The History of Italy from Napoleon to Nation-state, 126-127.] 

Contemporary to Banti, citing him a few times even, was John A.Davis, an economic historian interested in setting Risorgimento Italy’s story straight. Davis’s argument for such a review of the scholarship is that with new evidence, it is now possible to properly strip away “ideal-type veils” from previous interpretations.[footnoteRef:12] Davis believes that this unveiling enables the full study of the Risorgimento, freeing it from the boxes of unique isolation and discontinuity, tying together the period’s evolution of thought with outside comparisons.  Davis does this through an economic analysis, considering the various industries and market forces that shaped the peninsula’s economy before, during and post-unification as well as tying in the political forces that guided the economy. Furthermore, Davis uses his evidence to rebut Antonio Gramsci’s theories, reframing the labor unrest of the Risorgimento on an economic and nationalistic basis, not as part some greater “class struggle”.[footnoteRef:13] Davis also explores the effects of unification and by extension nationalism had on the markets and industries of the peninsula, finding that Unification had little immediate effects, but the later forgoing of personal economic interests for broader political gain done by landowners, specifically the citrus-growers of Sicily, led to ‘modernization without growth” causing the region to lag behind.  He also makes comparisons with Third Republic France, and the new German state under Bismarck and Wilhelm throughout his article, illustrating the lack of resources held by the Piedmontese monarchy compared to this centralizing governments, to explain the local powers and autonomy granted under the Italian Kingdom.[footnoteRef:14] Davis’s incorporation of economics alongside the political aspects of the period shows another side the process of unification and the secondary effects of nationalist policy [12:  John A. Davis, Remapping Italy’s Path to the Twentieth Century, The Journal of Modern History. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1994, 2.
]  [13:  Davis, Remapping Italy’s Path to the Twentieth Century, 4, 13,19.]  [14:  Davis, Remapping Italy’s Path to the Twentieth Century, 9-11.] 

 In the field of Risorgimento historiography there exists larger interpretation issues, one of the largest being idealism. The historiography of the subject is rooted in a conflict between the liberal interpretations headed by Croce, and Marxist views led by Gramsci. These two have had a long influence on the field, due to their proximity to the beginnings of the historiography.[footnoteRef:15] They are preceded only by historians in the 1880’s with Nicomede Bianchi and Luigi Chiala, scholars who, out of gratitude toward their new Piedmontese homeland or having been born there, have worked to put the pro-monarchy figures like Cavour over Mazzini and republicanism.[footnoteRef:16] The conflict of idealism and ideologies makes the study of the Risorgimento fraught, as sources are sometimes manipulated, not directly by content, but by what is released and what isn’t. Furthermore, a central archive on the subject was not created until 1906 and was by no means comprehensive. Across the former Restoration states and regions were multiple Archivi di Stato, small archives housing documents from its regional governments. These individual archives did not merge with the central one and remain separate today.[footnoteRef:17] The struggle of ideals also creates an interesting influence on historians who are not from Italy themselves, and don’t have a nearly as comprehensive understanding of these factors. One such historian was George Macaulay Trevelyan, who became a prominent scholar on the subject. Trevelyan wrote a comprehensive trilogy of books on General Giuseppe Garibaldi, a nationalist writer and general responsible for multiple revolutions across the Italian peninsula for Unification. The influence on Trevelyan was a mixed bag, as he emphasized the republican ideals of Garibaldi against the grain of the Piedmontese narrative, while simultaneously underestimating the differences between the moderate and republican forces. The two camps were portrayed as needing each other in an oddly symbiotic way for a pair of opposing political groups.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Derek Beales, Eugenio F Biageni, The Risorgimento and the unification of Italy, 2nd rev. ed.4-5.]  [16:  This was accomplished via malicious omission and formed the “Pro-Piedmontese School” of early Risorgimento thought. Chiala oversaw the Piedmont Archivi di Stato and was very particular about what was preserved and whether it was pro-monarchy or republicanism. See Hearder, Italy in the Age of the Risorgimento 1790-1870 for more information.]  [17:  Harry Hearder, Italy in the Age of the Risorgimento 1790-1870, London; Routledge, 2013, 11.]  [18:  Hearder, Italy in the Age of the Risorgimento 1790-1870, 5-6.] 
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The Risorgimento was a deeply formable time in Italian history, and the birth of Italian nationalism has defined the country’s course into the 20th century. This effect can even be seen in the works of historians cataloguing it, like Croce and Gramsci’s battle of ideals shaping the narrative for decades. This influence goes both ways, however, as no historian is free of outside influence. Smith’s anxieties around nationalism altered the way he viewed the period, giving rise to his alternate interpretation. Despite these deep roots of subjectivity, the study of the Risorgimento has only been moving forward, towards a complete picture of the era’s events and connections to events before and after. Ultimately, history is an evolving product of the efforts of many trained historians, and the Risorgimento period is a shining example of this process.
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