Podcast No. 8 Why did the Revolts of 1848 look as if they might succeed?
What started the revolts

Historians sometimes like to classify causes into different types.  History textbooks certainly love that sort of thing.  Often they’re quite certain about splitting causes up into long term or short term causes, and sometimes you might find them referring to ‘trigger causes’ – the spark that lights the flame that causes the explosion.  Well the revolutions and riots of Italy in 1848 didn’t really have one single trigger.  Because this was divided and fractious Italy they couldn’t even be unified in what started the revolts!

How did a set of grievances and bad harvests come together to create a revolt?
We know from our last podcast that Italy was ‘tinder dry’, a situation that had the potential to go up in flames.  What happened to start the revolutions was a series of events in the different kingdoms and duchies, which fed off and reacted to each other, and to events outside the peninsula.  What developed was a group of different revolts which became linked, but which were then extinguished one by one.  In this podcast we’ll look at the different triggers and tell the story of the revolts, and next time we’ll be asking how close Italy came to unification in 1848.   If you get lost, Derby has a really clear set of timelines on pages 31 and 32 which might help you keep up!  You might also want to keep a map handy, as we’re going to be launching ourselves up and down the peninsula!
Riots in Sicily – January 1848
In Sicily in January 1848 revolutionaries demanded the restoration of the 1812 constitution and independence for Sicily from Naples.  Despite 5000 soldiers being sent from the mainland, and the shelling of Palermo, the capital of the Island by the Neapolitan navy, the revolutionaries successfully took over most of the Island by April.  They then set about electing a parliament which declared Sicily’s independence – as Pearce and Stiles put it ‘They were not concerned with national unity – quite the opposite.  Theirs was a separatist movement with the aim of breaking away from Naples’. (p.33)

Smoking Boycott in Milan 
At the same time as the revolts in Sicily there were riots in Milan, in Lombardy.  You’ll remember that the Milanese had stopped smoking – they were boycotting tobacco in protest at rule from Austria so that the Austrians couldn’t collect taxes on it.  

Spread of revolts from Sicily to Naples
Meanwhile, the revolutions in Sicily were spreading to the mainland and King Ferdinand of Naples was forced to grant a constitution.  Although this constitution was very conservative and saved much of the power to decide things and make laws for the King, it did raise liberal expectations elsewhere in the peninsula.

Charles Albert agrees to grant a statuto – a constitution in Piedmont
So, in Piedmont in February Charles Albert finally granted the ‘Statuto’ (the constitution) that he’d been promising since the year before.  When Austria attempted to move troops south to help Ferdinand of Naples to put down the revolts in his Kingdom, the Pope refused to let them pass over his territory.  According to Collier this sent nationalists ‘into a frenzy of excitement and adulation’ – p44.

So far so good – we have seen revolts and declarations of independence in Sicily, riots in Milan and Naples and the granting of constitutions.  We’ve seen the pope stand up to the Austrians, but Italy was not yet in flames.

Europe in flames - 1848
Then the situation seemed to be ‘transformed’ (as Derby puts it), by two events outside of the Italian peninsula, or as Duggan writes ‘then the initiative passed to the rest of Europe’ (p.170).  There was a revolution in Paris, which toppled Louis Phillipe, the last king of France.  
Metternich falls from power
Following these revolts in the rest of Europe, riots in Vienna forced the resignation of Metternich – the prime minister who had done so much to keep Austria’s position as the leading power in Europe.   The situation was indeed transformed.  How might Louis Napoleon, the President of the new French Republic lend help to those wanting change in Italy?  Would the Austrians be unable to control Italy now that Metternich was gone?    Many saw opportunities for change and tried to take them.

The Glorious ‘five days’
In Milan between 17th and 22nd of March five days of furious fighting in the streets led to the defeat and withdrawal of the Austrian army (led by a General Radetsky), who wrote ‘It is the most frightful decision of my life, but I can no longer hold Milan.  The whole country is in revolt.  I am pressed in the rear by the Piedmontese’ (Radetsky in dispatch to Vienna March 22 1848).  
Milanese Moderates call for Charles Albert…
After some argument between moderates led by Count Gabrio Cassati, the podesta of Milan (who feared a republic of Lombardy) and the radicals led by Carlo Cattaneo (who wanted a republic of Lombardy) the provisional government asked Charles Albert to defend them against the Austrians.  
… and radicals in Venetia declare a republic but ask for help from Piedmont
Also on the 22nd of March a Venetian republic was declared with Daniel Manin, a radical, at its head.  They too asked Charles Albert for help.  Charles declared war on the 22nd, with the cry that Italy would ‘make herself’,  and marched troops into Lombardy.  Other troops, from Naples, under the control of Pepe, and from the Papal States under the control of Durando marched north to help Piedmont, Lombardy and Venice in a war that seemed to offer independence from Austria.

Austria wobbles… 

Austria was on the back foot.  It had lost the leadership of Metternich, its troops were withdrawn to fortresses on the border with Lombardy, and almost all the large states of Italy were in open revolt against Austrian rule.  To add insult to injury the Papacy that seemed to be encouraging hopes of Italian liberation.  
… but finds her feet again in the end and the status quo is preserved
Yet by July 1848 Piedmont had been defeated in the battle of Custoza (and then again the following year in March at the battle of Novara), and by August Lombardy had been recaptured, and the republic of Venice put under siege.  By August 1849 absolute rule had been restored in Naples, Sicily, the Papal States and the central duchies and Austria had regained direct control of Lombardy and Venetia.  What went wrong?  Why did such a seemingly promising situation not bear fruit?  That’s the focus of the next podcast.  

