Podcast no. 1 1815 – Why Start Here?

1815 is an important year in our course, and indeed in modern European History. It's important because 1815 saw the end of the era of Napoleon I, and in Italy, the 'restoration' of various 'states'.

In today's podcast we're going to look briefly at the importance of Napoleon’s occupation of Italy, and, when it was over, what ideas were driving the 'restoration', the settlement that Britain, Austria, Russia and Prussia brought to Italy in 1815.

The story of 1815 begins with the French Revolution in 1789, when the French king was overthrown.   Following the initial revolution, and then the execution of the French King, Louis XVI in 1793, the surrounding monarchies of Prussia, Austria, Spain, Britain and Portugal became increasingly concerned as to the effect of a French republic and eventually formed an alliance to fight France. 
It was during the ‘Revolutionary Wars’ that followed, that Napoleon Bonaparte, a young officer in the French Army made a name for himself, especially after a successful campaign led to France invading (and eventually conquering) Italy in 1796. Napoleon's popularity and power within the French army allowed him to become ruler of France in a coup in 1799, and to his crowning as French Emperor in 1804. 

It could be argued that the process of unification of Italy started with the French invasion of 1796.  Although Napoleon ran an empire, and not a republic, the places he conquered were re-organised under 'rational' lines. For instance, the French system of civil laws, the 'code Napoleon', concerning such modern ideas as divorce by agreement, and an end to feudal rights, was imposed across the territories that Napoleon conquered.  Duchies, Kingdoms and Papal rule across northern Italy were brought to an end.

For instance, according to Stiles, the power of the Catholic Church was ‘greatly reduced’.  Temporal power was brought to an end by the French.  With this loss of political power there came a loss of economic wealth.  Monasteries and the land owned by the Church was sold off.

Whilst the Church suffered, much of the Urban middle classes (lawyers, bankers, merchants) did very well.  They worked in the governments installed by the French, and purchased much of the land confiscated from the Church, often at a good price.  We are reminded by Stiles that the family of Cavour did well out of the purchase of Church land.  Don’t worry if you don’t know who Cavour is right now, you certainly will by the end of the course!

Other people living in towns also did well – shopkeepers, artisans and craftsmen profited from the higher standards of living brought in by the French.  Businesses in general did well – they found it easier to buy and sell goods across Italy because customs duties between the states were abolished, and new roads were built.

French rule also encouraged the idea of Italy.  In 1796 Napoleon launched an essay competition in Milan, to encourage writers to suggest the best way of ruling Italy.  

As you can see, Napoleon had a ‘modernising’ and improving agenda – he wanted to make his empire efficient, and rational.  Many Italians appreciated the effect of this modernisation and ‘absorbed French ideals of liberty, equality and fraternity’ as Stiles puts it.  Other Italians fought in the wars that the French Empire took part in around Europe and were trained in modern military methods of war, as well as learning leadership skills.

Indeed the constant wars that Napoleon fought during the empire took their toll on Italy.  In 1812, when Napoleon invaded Russia, 27,000 Italian soldiers took part, but after the defeat and march home only 1000 badly wounded or very sick soldiers returned.  Conscription by France of Italian men, to fight and die for the French Empire was hated by Italian Nationalists.  Italians also hated the high taxes placed on Italy to pay for these wars – 60% of the tax raised in Italy was spent on the military.

Napoleon's European Empire was finally ended after a seventh coalition of European powers formed against him (the previous six having been defeated), which managed to beat France in a series of battles and campaigns, ending with the battle of Waterloo in 1815.

The European Powers of Great Britain, Russia, Prussia and Austria met in Vienna in 1815 to decide what Europe after Napoleon should be like. They restored the Bourbons in France (not the biscuits, but the Royal Family who had ruled there before the Revolution in 1789), and in Italy, they 'restored' the states that Napoleon had conquered in 1797.  The final effect that Napoleonic rule had on the likelihood of Italian unification was that it made the great powers very suspicious of reform and of new fangled ideas like nationalism and republicanism.  For almost a generation, until after the 1848 revolutions, it was in the interests of almost all the great powers to stop any attempt to change the way that Italy was ruled.

In today’s podcast we have been trying to explain why the Italian Unification course starts 55 years before Italy became the kingdom of Italy.  We discovered that France, under Emperor Napoleon had ruled Italy as part of a greater French Empire.  We learned that French rule brought some changes that might be said to have encouraged the later process of unification.  We also saw that the same period saw events and changes that made unification more difficult to attain. 

In the next podcast we’ll look at what Italy was like as a peninsula just before and just after 1815
Something to do.
Read pages 6 to 10 of Collier’s texbook and make two annotated lists, one of the ways that the French rule of Italy between 1796 and 1815 encouraged the process of unification, and one in which French rule made unification less likely.  What’s your overall judgement? Leave a comment to tell us what you think, did unification really begin in 1796?
