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Lecture 5  The Era of National Unification 
 

The experience of “1848” had been one of disillusionment, it was now clear to all who wish to 

play a public role, that good intentions and enthusiasm or even enormous bravery were not enough; 

organization was needed. Organization is power. It was in this context that states in Europe became 

more formidable organizations. Bureaucracies expanded, armies grew, national police systems were set 

in place, states monitored their populations with censuses and Statistics Bureaux, and the education 

system developed greatly. The influencing of public opinion became more and more of a state priority.  

The ideals of modernization, of progress, of distributing a sense of “nationhood”, were genuinely 

shared by large sectors of at least the educated middle class, and those that strove to belong to it. These 

ideals had a genuine emotional appeal; it wasn’t just about the state; it was also about the notion of the 

nation, of a community of people bound together in a common destiny. The period 1850 to 1870 not 

only saw the strengthening of existing nation-states, but also the creation of two new nation-states: Italy 

and Germany. In both cases, it was not just a simple story of “enslaved people yearning to be free”. 

These were not spontaneous uprisings of “the masses” demanding their own state. These were carefully 

plotted developments, in which the authorities and the elites had a great say, and which were less about 

freedom than about order, and they were less about revolutionary yearnings than about Realpolitik. 

 

1. The Unification of Italy 
A. “Slave Chorus” from Giuseppe Verdi's opera Nabucco (1842) 

1. An emotional appeal well expressed became the “anthem” in the struggles for Italian 

unification 

a.) “The golden harp of prophetic utterance, …Now memories in the mind arise” 

 B. Risorgimento (Resurgence) 
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  1. Italian unification does not spontaneously well up from “the masses” 

2. To More than eighty percent of the population, “Italy” was not something to which 

to aspire 

a.) An abstract notion far removed from peasants’ villages 

 C. Giuseppe Garibaldi  (1807-1882) 
  1. Garibaldi lands on Sicily in 1860 with his volunteer army of Redshirts 

2. Provides help to the peasants in their revolts against landlords and the corrupt 

government 

3. People cheer him when he defended “L’Italia” 

a.) They thought “La Talia” was his wife 

b.) Three years earlier, in 1857, a follower of Giuseppe Mazzini, Pisacane, led 

an expedition against the Papal states that ended miserably 

i.) The little army was massacred by the peasants themselves. 

D. Enthusiasm Among the Middle Classes 
1.  Unifying Italy would create larger horizons 

2. Parliamentary rule for educated, property-owning citizens  

3.  Direct advantages 

a.)  More efficient law-and-order governance. 

 E. Count Camillo di Cavour (1810-1861) 
  1. Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia 

  2. Organizes Italy on Piedmontese constitutional monarchy model 

a.) The most “advanced” Italian territory politically and economically 

3. Risorgimento proves a matter of diplomatic cunning, great middle-class hopes for 

order and prosperity, strategic use of small wars and of larger ones (Crimean), some 

popular uprisings as well, and generally a lot of international deal-making 

a.) Cavour joins the British coalition in the Crimean War 

b.) Signs an agreement with Napoleon III (Plombières, 1858/1859) 

c.) French help the Piedmontese defeat the Austrians (Magenta and Solferino) 

d.) Piedmont annexes most of North and Central Italy (Treaty of Turin, 1860) 

e.) Garibaldi lands on Sicily; he mobilizes the South because of popular 

discontent; 
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f.) As Garibaldi moves North, the Piedmontese ‘meet’ him in the Papal States 

and so made sure that all the newly-acquired territories would fall under their 

dynastic rule 

g.) In March 1861, King Victor Emmanuel II of Piedmont took the title King of 

Italy 

h.) The missing pieces ‘joined’ Italy soon after - Venetia in 1866; Pope Pius IX 

lost temporal authority over Rome and its surroundings in 1871; in that year, 

Italy unified politically 

i.) One politician (Massimo d’Azeglio) said: “we have made Italy. Now, we 

must go one step further, and make Italia” 

j.) No more than two and a half percent of population knew standard Italian  

 

2. The Unification of Germany 
 F. Prussian Leadership 
  1. Takes advantage of common usage of standard “high” German tongue 

  2Uses combination of diplomacy and war, not common consensus 

 G. Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898) 
1. Prussian Prime Minister 

2. Consciously fashioned himself a military man and fiercely anti-liberal 

3. “Blood and iron” speech of 1862 (to the reluctant Prussian Parliament) 

4. Elevated war into political wisdom 

a.) “What statecraft ultimately came down to”. 

5. Had no strong feelings about unification per se, but realized that his program - that 

was conservative and Prusso-centric - instead of fighting nationalism should take the 

lead in it 

6. A succession of wars of choice (Denmark 1864; Austria, 1866; France, 1870) 

7. Victory in war reconciled the liberal opposition to the state 

8. Gave the new German Empire a particular militaristic “tone” 

9. Choice of the Hall of Versailles to proclaim the Empire on January 18, 1871 was a 

deliberate staging of military might 

10. Its foundation act would decisively influence the way Germany was seen by its elites 

- a nation forged through aggression. 
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3. The Hapsburg Lands 
H. A State of Great Cultural and Ethnic Diversity 

1. Army an institution of great prestige if not of great battlefield success 

2. A state defined by its dynasty and not its geography 

a.) The question is not why it eventually fell apart, but why it “held” for so long 

b.) Coercion, pressure  

c.) Complicated loyalties, “banal nationalism”, ambition, emancipation, pride 

(cafés, architecture, music, the Emperor and Empress, the Army, Strauss 

waltzes, the “Radetzky March” - which entails a “sentimentalization” of 

someone who mainly made his mark on history by violence) 

3. The absence of alternatives in an age of Great Powers. 
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