Podcast 11 - So, what were the lessons of 1848?

Why did the fail to make any immediate impact on the situation in Italy?

For Martin Clark, the revolutions were ‘local’ and not ‘national’ in character – apart from Mazzinians, who most wanted national change.  Piedmont wanted to expand, the Milanese wanted the Austrians out, the Venetians wanted a new Republic of St Mark, and the Sicilians wanted independence.  Mazzini was alone in striving for a united Italy.  

Clark also points out how difficult it was to get the peasants involved.  Where they had taken part in 1848 ‘they were usually inspired by purely local issues’.  “They wanted land near their own villages, not a united Italy” (60).

But for Clark the most important lesson was that “Italy could not in fact go it alone” (61) – Piedmont had tried to defeat the Austrians twice, and failed.  The Roman Republic had been defeated by a coalition of French and Austrian forces.  This meant that change in Italy could only come as part of a wider shift in the balance of power in Europe – and that would only happen if Austria was no-longer the super power it was in 1815 and continued to be in 1849.

What were the effects of the failure of the 1848 and 1849 revolutions?  Before 1848 there were lots of ideas floating around Italy about how liberation from Austria and unification might be achieved.  Gioberti proposed a federation with the Pope at its head.  Balbo said that only Piedmont had the military might to lead an Italian federation.  Mazzini and his followers predicted that the peasants would rise and fight the Austrians out of the Peninsula to lead to a united Italy.  None of these things had happened.  

In fact the Pope had declared that he wanted nothing to do with a United Italy and had earned the hatred of the revolutionaries for his Allocution.  This hatred increased, and those struggling for independence and unity for Italy became much more ‘anti-clerical’, that is anti Church, after 1849.

Mazzini had shown himself to be a clever and inspiring political leader, but he didn’t get the peasants to rise (which was the backbone of his idea), and even with the help of heroes like Garibaldi couldn’t defend the Roman Republic in the face of the Great Powers of Europe.

Piedmont’s military might had been defeated twice, and the second time the King had had to abdicate.  Piedmont had been allowed to keep its constitution.  Austria had insisted that she keep her constitution because the Monarchy was seen as such a failure by some in Piedmont that without the constitution being there to make government look a bit fairer, Austria was afraid that there would be more revolutions in Piedmont.

So the biggest effect of 1848 is that the fancy ideas for Italian liberation that had been floating about before hand were shown to be unrealistic.  After 1848 the progress towards unification was a lot more realistic and calculated.  However, just to make things really interesting, the hair brained schemes of Garibaldi did then make things move at an amazing pace, as we’ll discover in the weeks to come.

