Podcast No.7 – What were the causes of the revolutions of 1848 ? 
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We saw in the last podcast how new ideas about how Italy might free herself from Austrian domination had arisen.  In today’s podcast we’re going to see how Gioberti’s hopes seemed to be on the verge of coming true, so that many people thought the Pope was about to take up the leadership of the peninsula.  

The ‘liberal pope’, Pius IX wasn’t the only reason that Italy was in a very excited state:

Bad Harvests and Hungry Peasants
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The peasants and workers of the peninsula were even more hungry, poor and desperate than usual, and this added to the tensions before 1848.  Enclosure of common land by the rich took fertile land for grazing away from the poor in the years leading up to 1848.   The harvests of 1846 and 1847 had been ‘catastrophic’ according to Duggan, and as a result prices of food and grain had risen dramatically.  Duggan also explains that industrial workers in the cities of the north had been laid off due to over production.  The towns and cities were full of unemployed and unhappy workers from the countryside, chasing the same jobs as those laid off from the cities. Duggan sums it up well – ‘everywhere public order was under threat, there were frequent riots and demonstrations’. 
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A new, popular Pope

In 1846 a new person had arrived on the scene – Pius IX. His entry seemed to suggest that things might change in Italy.  New popes are elected when the previous pope dies – they are voted for by important bishops known as cardinals.  Pius IX was elected in 1846.  He was a compromise between those who wanted to modernize (reformers) the papacy and those who wanted to keep it the way it was (conservatives).  The cardinals needed to reach a compromise quickly because they were afraid of more revolts like those of 1831 breaking out in parts of the Papal States.

Not Dull enough?

So they picked Pius IX, because he’d kept his head down as a cardinal, didn’t seem too extreme to the modernizers or to the conservatives, and because they each thought they could influence him.  So far so boring.  There had been dull popes before, without causing rebellion.  

Freedom to political prisoners

However, as we know the atmosphere in Italy was quite unusual, poltical reformers were agitating and hunger made many people, especially ordinary people, desperate. In this excited atmosphere Pope Pius the IX celebrated his election by releasing political prisoners, something that every pope had done almost without comment.

O Sommo Pio liked the attention

In the hot summer of 1846 Pius IX’s granting of amnesty to these political prisoners seemed like a message that he wanted change.  Metternich said of him that ‘I had expected everything but a liberal pope”, and crowds in Rome chanted “O Sommo Pio (oh, supreme Pius)”.    Some historians have argued that Pius liked the adoration and took things further because of it.  Others have said that the reforms he introduced were designed to keep modernizers happy without actually changing much.

Pius IX reformed the government of Rome

Whatever his motive, Pius’s next moves were seen by radicals and reformers as evidence that the Pope wanted more, perhaps even to take on the role as leader of a free, unified Italy that Gioberti saw for him.  Pius granted commissions to look into the justice system, and created a council of ‘laymen’ (non-priests) to advise him.  Near the end of 1846 the Papacy entered a customs union with Piedmont and Tuscany.

Charles Albert, from reformer to reactionary (and back again!)
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The Papacy wasn’t the only government in Italy that was making tentative reforms.  In 1847 Charles Albert was the King of Piedmont – you’ll remember him as the young man who in 1821 had almost led a liberal revolution in Piedmont but had then changed his mind. When he came to the throne in 1831 he showed himself to be a cautious reformer, but one who didn’t really want real change in Piedmont.  So, although he reformed the legal system and decided to join the customs union with Tuscany and the Papal states, he stopped short of more important changes until 1847.

Charles Albert’s statuto  - a constitution for Piedmont

In 1847, like the Pope and other rulers in Italy, Charles Albert was under pressure from protests and riots in the largest cities in Piedmont, Genoa and Turin, to grant a constitution.  This he agreed to do in 1847 (though it wasn’t put in place until the following year).  Charles Albert couldn’t bring himself to call it a ‘constitution’ though – instead it was called a ‘statute’.  The ‘Statuto’ had an important impact after 1849 – but for now all you need to know is that changes took place in Piedmont, Tuscany and the Papal states that gave ground to liberals and reformers.

Austria attempts to defend the Status Quo and Pius is the hero of the Italian nationalists
Austria grew alarmed by these changes and ideas, and sent troops to garrison the city of Ferrara, in the Papal States.   This wasn’t an invasion; the Austrians were entitled to send the soldiers. It was a warning to the States of Italy, a reminder that Austria was in charge (it would also have been useful to Austria to have these troops in Italy, in case they were needed to put down any revolutions as in 1821 and 1831).  Many Italians reacted furiously, and when Pius IX sent a formal complaint to the Austrians, this was seized upon by the radicals and reformers as a further sign that Pius might be the one to lead Italy out of Austrian domination.

Different grievances in different states
So, we have a very tense situation, a mix of new ideas and hopes of the reformers and radicals, desperation and hunger from peasants and workers, but that’s not the whole picture.  Because this was Italy in the 1840s, each different state also had its own different grievances and problems which came together to start off revolts in different cities.

Sicily wanted Independence

In Sicily for instance hatred of rule from Naples had been increasing.  You’ll remember that the local aristocrats wanted to rule Sicily themselves, as an independent state.  Many of them, and many radicals and reformers wanted to see Sicily’s constitution of 1812 put back in place.  In 1836 there had been a massive outbreak of Cholera which had killed 65,000 people, which Martin Collier puts at 1 tenth of the population – many blamed rule from Naples for this disaster.
A heavy tax burden on Lombardy - Venetia
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In Milan, the capital of Lombardy, you’ll remember that the Austrians ruled directly as part of the their empire.  The lack of influence for Italians in ruling the duchy was an important source of tension.  Lombardy and Venetia was really important for the Austrians, as both states were wealthy.  The Austrian Empire received one third of its tax revenues from these two states.  In January 1848 in protest at Austrian rule and high taxes, the Milanese stopped smoking.  This wasn’t just a symbolic protest, or a health drive.  The tobacco tax brought in a lot of money for the Austrians, and if the Milanese stopped smoking the Austrians couldn’t collect taxes on the tobacco!

A tinder dry Italy, waiting to go up in flames
As the year 1848 opens we can see Italy as being an accident waiting to happen, or a pile of wood, tinder dry, waiting to go up in flames.  All that’s needed is a spark.  In the next podcast we’ll see how a series of small sparks started revolts in different parts of Italy, causing a brief period when it looked like Italy might ‘make itself’ free.

Something to do – 

Complete an outline spider diagram that sets out the causes of the 1848 revolutions.

build a set of notes profiling Charles Albert, Pius IX, Pope Pius IX and Mazzini.
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