Podcast no 9 – How close did the revolutions of 1848 come to unifying Italy?

You’ll remember that in the last podcast we looked at the events of the 1848 revolts.  In today’s podcast we’re going to look at five big reasons why the revolutions in 1848 and 1849 failed to bring unity to Italy.  We’ll look at the divisions and disagreements between the different revolutionary leaders and groups.  We’ll spend some time exploring just how incompetent Charles Albert was.  We’ll then look at how much the Papal Allocution affected the outcome of the revolts, before moving on to the obvious reason – the military might of Austria.  We’ll finish by looking at something less obvious – the lack of foreign support for change in Italy.

The divisions between the revolutionaries.

The revolutions were still local, even though the froth of the liberal papacy and Charles Albert’s war made them look ‘Italian’. In Sicily the revolution renewed the call for independence.  In Milan and Venice the revolutionaries were divided between those who wanted a republic, and those who feared republicanism.  Charles Albert wanted to expand Piedmont, and to be a great leader. As Derby puts it ‘hatred of the Austrians only went so far’ – other than this hatred, the revolutionaries had differing motivations.
Charles Albert was incompetent
However, not only were the revolutionaries divided, Charles Albert, who attempted to lead the revolutions, in order to expand Piedmont, was not up to the job.

As the revolution started in Milan on the 17th March, its leaders asked Charles Albert for help in fighting the Austrians. In the words of Denis Mack Smith Charles ‘waited for four vital days until he was satisfied that the war was likely to succeed and to be in Piedmontese interests’ (p.145).  In Piedmontese interests meant that it should be able to take control of Lombardy, and that the war should be won without the help of the new Republic of France (that was what ‘Italy will make itself’ meant, that they didn’t need help from France).  Charles was afraid of a republic being formed in Lombardy, and possibly of republican revolution in his own state of Piedmont.  So Charles troops didn’t cross into Lombardy until the 22nd of March, by which time Radetsky had escaped to the safety of the fortresses of the Quaderilatera on the border with Austria.

Charles saw himself as a great military leader, and the liberator of Italy.  However, his expectations of himself didn’t match up with his abilities.  He did not take bold moves, such as entering the war earlier, which might have forced Radetsky to withdraw altogether.  His army was underprepared and much weaker than that of the Austrians’.  His soldiers didn’t even have accurate maps of Lombardy.   Once inside Lombardy he did not seek to challenge Radetsky’s troops but spent time holding plebiscites to ensure that Lombardy and Venetia would be annexed to Piedmont. 

Charles overestimated not only his own military prowess, but also the military power of his army.  Instead of welcoming revolutionary soldiers and armies he relied on Piedmontese troops, and ignored the need to keep the support of all sides in the fight against Austria.  He made this overestimation not only once, but twice when in March 1849 he attempted to re-start the war, only to have his army smashed before taking one step into Austrian territory by Radetsky at the battle of Novara.

Finally, Charles was clearly out to expand Piedmont, and for Mack Smith ‘Piedmontese insistence on [Piedmontese Expansion] was the main reason for the failure [of the 1848 revolutions]’.   It meant that the Piedmontese couldn’t fight alongside the republicans, and that those who wanted the Pope to rule an Italian Federation couldn’t support the war.

So we have Charles’ overconfidence in himself, his insistence on Piedmontese expansion and his fear of revolution and of French intervention, which was quite a mixture, one which helped end the revolutions of 1848.  Historians don’t have many good words to say about Charles:

Derby  - ‘Charles Albert was inadequate to the task, an incompetent general and a poor leader’, and for Mack Smith – ‘his abilities in this field [military] were negligible.’

The Papal Allocution
The third reason for the failures of the 1848 revolutions was the Papal Allocution, which Duggan describes as a ‘body blow’ to the national movement.  Clark describes how the allocution made moderates and liberals choose between Church and state, whilst Mack Smith describes it as a ‘bombshell’.

The Pope decided to issue the allocution (a declaration against the war with Austria) after his hand was forced by Durando, his own General, who took troops north to help fight the Austrians.  In it the Pope made clear that he didn’t want to lead an Italian Federation, that the Austrians were the rightful rulers of Lombardy and Venetia, and that rightful rulers should be obeyed in their Kingdoms and Duchies.  Mack Smith makes a convincing argument that the Pope hadn’t worked out that a Liberal Pope couldn’t be an absolute ruler of the Papal States, and that when he did, Pius IX had to take a U – turn.

When forced to choose between Church and State, many of the revolutionaries chose state, and fought on for their political beliefs, however the Allocution did remove the papal seal of approval from the war, and no doubt many soldiers did return home as instructed by their spiritual leader.  However, by April 1848, after a month of inactivity by Piedmontese soldiers in Lombardy, the die was already cast.  Radetsky’s army was re-building itself with re-enforcements from Austria and the tide was beginning to turn against the revolutions in Northern Italy.

The Might of Austria
We now turn to the fourth reason why the revolutions of 1848 didn’t unite Italy.  Austria’s Might and Radetsky’s leadership.    As Derby puts it ‘Italy’s window of opportunity was open only as long as Austrian paralysis lasted’ (p36).   Whilst Radetsky was on the back foot in the 5 days of March 1848, Charles Albert wobbled.  Radetsky was able to build his army up to 70,000 by the summer of 1848, compared to Piedmont’s 20-30,000.  When Austria had got her breath back, she set about defeating Piedmont (twice) and regaining Lombardy and Venetia, before turning to the rebellions in the Papal States (which we’ll discuss in the next podcast).

Lack of concrete foreign support
Finally, Martin Collier claims that a lack of foreign support hampered the revolutions.  For Collier, the threat from republican France, and its refusal to help in 1849 when Charles tried to re-start the war with Austria, meant that Italy didn’t have the strength to win independence.  We need to remember that only 35 years before France had been defeated by a coalition of European powers.  Louis Napoleon, the nephew of Bonaparte, couldn’t afford to intervene against Austria in case the very new republic was similarly crushed by a coalition against France.  Italy couldn’t be helped from abroad without a challenge to Austria, which was too strong in 1848 for any other state to contemplate.  In fact, as we’ll hear next time, France played a very clever game in taking a chance to intervene in Italy, but against the revolutions.  This meant that France was back in the game, but in such a way that Austria was not directly threatened.

In this podcast we’ve looked at five potential reasons why the 1848 revolutions failed to either liberate or to unite Italy – divisions amongst the revolutionaries, the weakness of Charles Albert, the Papal Allocution, the strength of the Austrians, and the lack of foreign intervention to help the revolutions.  We’ll take a look next time at the immediate impact of the failure of these ‘moderate’ revolutions, and in the following podcast at the impact of the tumultuous years of 1848 and 1849.

