Podcast 4 – The revolutions of 1821 

We ended the last podcast by looking at an excerpt from Christopher Duggan’s The Force of Destiny, where Duggan argued that ‘the real problem [for the Austrians and the Restoration governments of Italy] lay with the educated classes’.  In this podcast we’ll certainly see that this was true, that educated, graduates of Italian universities, young men qualified in law, in medicine, working in the armies of the Italian states or in their governments, found that they were pushed aside in the restoration.  However, as we’ll see as the course goes on, until 1848, and perhaps until after that date, these middle class trouble makers didn’t have the power or the will to loosen Austria’s grip on the Italian Peninsula.

Many of the members of the middle class (or the lesser-aristocracy) who found that they were unhappy with the state of affairs after the restoration became active members of the secret societies.  These societies had started during the Napoleonic era, as a way of resisting rule from France.  They continued after 1815 as a way of resisting the Austrian domination of Italy.  These secret societies attracted thousands of members and were widespread across the peninsula.  

However, there were many different types of secret society, with widely differing beliefs.  The members of the Sanfedisti, in the north, for instance were highly suspicious of ideas of liberalism and democracy.  They favoured rule by monarchs, but without interference from Austria.  This was not surprising, given that many of them were minor members of the aristocracies of Piedmont, Lombardia and Venetia.  Other groups, like the ‘Perfect Sublime Masters’ (often called the Adelfia) took the opposite view, and plotted to create a unified Italian democracy.
The Carbonari are probably the most well known of the secret societies, and were certainly the biggest.  There were active Carbonari groups across Italy in the years after the Restoration of 1815. The Carbonari did have a great many members.  Pearce and Stiles estimate their numbers at 60,000 in Naples alone.

However, Mack Smith rightly describes them as ‘loosely organized’ and a ‘focus of discontent’ with the Restoration monarchies, rather than being an effective group with a positive plan for change.  Their members did not have a common set of ideas about how things should change.  Some held quite radical views, thinking that Italy ought to be a united country, with a democratic system of government in which ordinary people could vote.  However, most Carbonari would have preferred their own Kings and Dukes to remain in power, but as constitutional rather than absolute monarchs.

So, after 1815 there were many people who were unhappy with the way things were in Restoration Italy.  However they also had very widely different ideas about how things should be put right, who should rule, whether Italy should be one country and even whether it should be democratic or not.   These differences are shown very strongly in the events of 1820 and 1821, when three revolutions broke out in Italy, two which were quickly put down by Italian monarchs, with the help of the Austrians.  The third was destroyed by fighting between the revolutionaries.
The Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, which was made up of Naples and the island of Siciliy, in the south of Italy was, as we’ve heard, a place with a lot of Carbonari.  The King of Naples (as this kingdom is often called) was unpopular with the middle classes, having imposed high taxes, conscription and censorship of the press.   The Sicilian part of the kingdom had its own reasons to be unhappy.  It had not been conquered by Napoleon’s forces, and in 1812 the King (who then became the King of Naples as well in 1815) had granted a constitution to the island.  After 1815 the king went back on this grant, cancelled the constitution and ruled Sicily directly as an absolute monarch.
So, a simmering discontent amongst some of the middle classes in Naples and Sicily, large numbers of Carbonari, poverty, corruption and an unpopular monarch made Naples a likely place for revolution.   A revolution often needs a spark, something to light the fuse.  In 1820 the spark came in the shape of another revolt, this time in Spain, which was ruled by a member of the Bourbon family.  The bourbon King of Spain had been forced, by this revolution, to grant a constitution. 

Across the Mediterranean, in the southern Italian Kingdom of Naples, several army officers (who were also Carbonari) decided to try to force King Ferdinand of Naples (another bourbon) to grant a constitution too.  These rebelling army officers were joined by General Pepe, a high ranking officer, and his troops.  This small revolution was not resisted by the King, who promised to bring in a constitution, to end the power of the Church and to introduce the vote for all male subjects of his Kingdom.

A new government was formed, Pepe was given control of the Army and it looked liked the revolt had been successful.  However, by the end of 1821, just a year later, things had gone badly wrong.  Ferdinand had gone back on his promise, Pepe was exiled and the rebels defeated.  

When the news of the rebellion in Naples reached the major powers, Austria called a ‘congress’ a meeting between them.  The congress took place in 1820 in Troppau.  At that meeting an agreement, the Troppau protocol, was signed.  This agreement held that the great powers should intervene, should act to stop rebellions from being successful.  The agreement was signed by Austria, Prussia and by Russia, the three countries who had the most power on the continent.  Britain and France did not sign, but France was still unable (after the defeat of 1815) to try to push for more influence, and Britain saw its best interests in ‘maintaining the balance of power’ so that one great power did not become too powerful.
The Troppau protocol gave Austria the green light to act to bring to an end the ‘constitution’ in Naples, as it had been granted as the result of a rebellion.  This green light was made especially bright when, in 1821, King Ferdinand arrived in the Austrian city of Laibach and asked the Emperor for help in squashing the rebellion.  This the Austrians did.  They were probably helped by the fact that General Pepe’s troops were busy fighting those in Sicily who wanted independence from Naples.
The Troppau protocol also gave the Austrian’s the excuse to end a very messy rebellion in Piedmont in the same year as the defeat of the Neopolitan rebellion, 1821.  In that year Santarosa, a Piedmontese Army office (and minor aristocrat) led a group of soldiers in rebellion, demanding a constitution.  The King, Victor Emmanuel I, very bravely immediately abdicated, in favour of Charles Felix, who was out of the country at the time.  Victor Emmanuel named Charles Albert, his nephew, as regent (sort of temporary king).  Charles Albert made a few vague promises about a constitution, made Santarosa chief of the army, but fled when the Austrians invaded Piedmont.  The Austrians defeated Santarosa’s men, and confirmed Charles Felix as the absolute monarch of Piedmont.

Looking at these rebellions together it is obvious that Austria’s military might, and its interest in keeping things the same in Italy, in maintaining the status quo were an important reason why the rebellions failed.  

It is also clear that the leaders of the rebellions did not have the skill to fend off the Austrians.  They did not try to co-ordinate rebellions in Piedmont and Naples, in fact often the leaders had different aims.  Charles Albert was not prepared to give up his life, whilst Santarosa was almost desperate to sacrifice himself.  The leaders of the revolution in the kingdom of Naples were also divided. On the island of Sicily the leaders wanted Sicilian independence, they didn’t want to be ruled by Naples.  In Naples the leaders of the revolution were not prepared to let Sicily go it alone.  So, at a time when they should have been working together, preparing for the invasion that might (and did) come from Austria, Naples and Sicily fought each other.  There was also the fact that the King, Ferdinand went back on his promise to uphold the new constitution, and as soon as he could escape from the rebels, begged the Austrian Emperor to help him restore his absolute rule. 

The most important reason though was that Austria was able to act to crush the rebellions with the support of the other major powers, or at least without their objection. The Troppau doctrine, the weakness of France and the disinterest of Britain gave Austria a free hand to act in the Italian peninsula in 1821.

Something to do:

Listen again to this podcast, and read your notes on the rebellions of 1821.  What sort of things did the rebels in Piedmont and in Naples have in common?  What was different between them?  

Write at least two PEE (or PEGEX) paragraphs; each of these should explain ONE reason why the rebellions of 1821 failed in their aims.

Why did Italian monarchs run away when faced with rebellions?  (The events of the French revolution might help you figure out why kings were afraid of rebels).

