
italian unification ap world history
italian unification ap world history represents a pivotal moment in 19th-century European history,
fundamentally altering the political landscape and demonstrating the potent force of nationalism. This
complex process, known as the Risorgimento, involved the gradual consolidation of various Italian
states into a single, unified kingdom. Understanding Italian unification is crucial for AP World History
students as it encapsulates themes of liberalism, conservatism, diplomacy, warfare, and the rise of
nation-states. This comprehensive article will delve into the multifaceted causes, key figures,
significant events, and lasting consequences of this transformative period, providing a detailed
overview for a thorough understanding.
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The Pre-Unification Italian Peninsula: A Patchwork of
States

Prior to the mid-19th century, the Italian peninsula was a fragmented collection of independent
states, many of which were under foreign influence or control. This political disunity was a direct
legacy of centuries of division, dating back to the fall of the Western Roman Empire. Napoleon's
campaigns in the early 19th century had temporarily unified some of these territories under French
dominion, but the Congress of Vienna in 1815 largely restored the pre-existing order, further
entrenching the division.

The Kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont, located in the northwest, was one of the most powerful Italian
states and would ultimately play a central role in unification. To its south lay the Republic of Genoa,
eventually annexed by Sardinia. Central Italy was dominated by the Papal States, a theocratic entity
ruled by the Pope, which extended over a significant portion of the peninsula. The Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies, encompassing southern Italy and the island of Sicily, was ruled by the Bourbon monarchy.
Lombardy and Venetia, strategically important regions in the north, were directly controlled by the
Austrian Empire, a major obstacle to Italian aspirations for independence and unity. Other smaller



duchies, like Tuscany, Modena, and Parma, also existed, often with rulers closely aligned with
Austrian interests.

Seeds of Nationalism: Early Stirrings and Intellectual
Currents

Despite the political fragmentation, a burgeoning sense of Italian national identity began to emerge
during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. This was fueled by a shared cultural heritage, including
a common language (albeit with regional dialects), a rich artistic and literary tradition, and a
collective historical memory. Enlightenment ideals, emphasizing liberty, popular sovereignty, and the
right of self-determination, also played a significant role in inspiring nationalist sentiments among
Italian intellectuals and patriots.

Secret societies, such as the Carbonari, emerged as early proponents of liberal reforms and national
independence. While their methods were often clandestine and their goals varied, they represented
an important early challenge to the established order. The writings of prominent intellectuals like
Giuseppe Mazzini were particularly influential. Mazzini, a fervent republican and nationalist,
advocated for a unified, independent, and democratic Italian republic, famously coining the motto
"Young Italy" for his revolutionary movement. His passionate appeals to Italian patriotism resonated
deeply and inspired many to join the cause of unification.

Key Architects of Unification: The Driving Forces

The successful realization of Italian unification was not the work of a single individual but rather the
result of the coordinated efforts of several key figures, each contributing distinct skills and strategies
to the cause.

Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour: The Master Diplomat
Cavour, the Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Sardinia-Piedmont from 1852, was arguably the most
important architect of unification. A shrewd statesman and brilliant diplomat, Cavour understood that
unification could not be achieved through military might alone. He focused on modernizing
Piedmontese economy and infrastructure, building a strong industrial base, and engaging in
calculated foreign policy. Cavour skillfully maneuvered Piedmont into alliances with major European
powers, most notably France under Napoleon III, leveraging their interests to advance Italian
aspirations. His pragmatic approach prioritized gradual annexation and consolidation, often at the
expense of more radical republican ideals.

Giuseppe Garibaldi: The Charismatic Revolutionary
Giuseppe Garibaldi, often referred to as the "Hero of Two Worlds," was a charismatic military leader
and a passionate nationalist. His daring military campaigns, most notably the "Expedition of the



Thousand" in 1860, were instrumental in conquering the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. Garibaldi's
forces, composed of volunteers known as the Redshirts, achieved remarkable victories against the
Bourbon army, capturing Naples and uniting southern Italy. While a republican at heart, Garibaldi
ultimately deferred to Cavour and Victor Emmanuel II, recognizing the pragmatic necessity of a
unified kingdom over his personal republican vision.

Victor Emmanuel II: The Royal Figurehead
Victor Emmanuel II, the King of Sardinia-Piedmont, provided the crucial royal legitimacy and
leadership necessary for unification. He was a symbol of the burgeoning Italian national movement,
and his willingness to embrace the cause of unification elevated it from a radical ideal to a
mainstream political aspiration. As the first King of unified Italy, he represented the continuity of
monarchy while embracing the nationalist aspirations of the era, a crucial element in bridging the gap
between traditional power structures and the forces of change.

The Stages of the Risorgimento: A Chronological
Journey

The process of Italian unification, the Risorgimento, unfolded in distinct phases, marked by a series of
wars, diplomatic negotiations, and popular uprisings. It was a long and arduous struggle, stretching
over several decades.

Early Revolts and Discontent
The initial sparks of the Risorgimento can be traced back to the 1820s and 1830s, with sporadic
revolts and uprisings occurring in various Italian states. These movements, often led by secret
societies, aimed to overthrow foreign domination and establish more liberal governments. However,
they were largely unsuccessful, brutally suppressed by Austrian forces and their allies.

The Revolutions of 1848
The wave of revolutions that swept across Europe in 1848 also reached the Italian peninsula.
Uprisings erupted in Sicily, Milan, Venice, and Rome, leading to temporary constitutional reforms and
the declaration of republics in some areas. However, these revolutionary governments were short-
lived, as internal divisions and the intervention of foreign powers, particularly Austria, crushed the
nascent movements. Despite their ultimate failure, the 1848 revolutions significantly raised national
consciousness and demonstrated the deep-seated desire for change.

The Second Italian War of Independence (1859)
This war, orchestrated by Cavour, was a crucial turning point. Piedmont, with the covert support of
France, provoked Austria into war. The decisive victories of the Franco-Piedmontese forces at
Magenta and Solferino led to the annexation of Lombardy by Piedmont. However, Napoleon III, fearing



further escalation and Prussian intervention, abruptly negotiated a truce with Austria, leaving Venetia
under Austrian control. This partial victory, however, emboldened nationalist sentiment and paved the
way for further annexations.

Garibaldi's Conquest of the South (1860)
The charismatic Giuseppe Garibaldi launched his famous "Expedition of the Thousand," sailing from
Genoa with a small band of volunteers to invade Sicily. His campaign rapidly gained momentum,
fueled by widespread popular support and the defection of Bourbon troops. Garibaldi's Redshirts
conquered Sicily and then crossed to the mainland, capturing Naples. This dramatic conquest brought
the entire Kingdom of the Two Sicilies under the control of the unification movement.

Proclamation of the Kingdom of Italy (1861)
Following Garibaldi's success in the south and the subsequent diplomatic maneuvering by Cavour, a
national parliament was convened in Turin. In March 1861, Victor Emmanuel II was proclaimed the
first King of unified Italy. While the kingdom was now established, significant territories, including
Venetia and Rome, remained outside its borders.

Completion of Unification (1866 and 1870)
The final pieces of Italian unification were acquired through further strategic alliances and conflicts. In
1866, Italy allied with Prussia during the Austro-Prussian War. Although Italian military performance
was mixed, Prussia's decisive victory resulted in Austria ceding Venetia to Italy. The ultimate prize,
Rome, was secured in 1870. The outbreak of the Franco-Prussian War forced Napoleon III to withdraw
French troops that had been protecting the Pope. Italian forces then entered Rome, marking the final
annexation and establishing Rome as the capital of the newly unified Kingdom of Italy.

Major Wars and Diplomatic Maneuvers

The achievement of Italian unification was inextricably linked to a series of carefully orchestrated
wars and shrewd diplomatic interventions. The primary antagonist to Italian aspirations was the
Austrian Empire, which held significant territorial possessions and exerted considerable influence over
the Italian states. Cavour's diplomatic genius lay in his ability to isolate Austria and secure the
support of powerful European nations, primarily France, whose own geopolitical ambitions often
aligned with the weakening of Austrian dominance in Italy.

The Second Italian War of Independence, as mentioned, was a prime example of this strategy. Cavour
skillfully negotiated an alliance with Napoleon III of France, offering territorial concessions in return for
French military aid against Austria. This alliance proved decisive in the initial stages, leading to
significant Austrian territorial losses. However, the subsequent withdrawal of French support
highlighted the precarious nature of these international arrangements and the need for Italian
initiative. The Austro-Prussian War of 1866, where Italy sided with Prussia, further illustrated the
strategic importance of timing and aligning with the ascendant powers in European geopolitics. These



military conflicts, coupled with a masterful understanding of the European balance of power, were
essential components of the unification process.

Challenges and Internal Conflicts

Despite the triumph of unification, the newly formed Kingdom of Italy faced numerous challenges and
internal conflicts. The vast differences in economic development, social structures, and political
traditions between the industrialized north and the agrarian south led to significant regional
disparities. The south, in particular, struggled with poverty, illiteracy, and widespread brigandage,
issues that the central government found difficult to address effectively.

Furthermore, the Papal States, now reduced to Vatican City, remained a source of contention. Pope
Pius IX refused to recognize the legitimacy of the new Italian state and declared himself a "prisoner in
the Vatican." This prolonged the "Roman Question," creating a deep division between the Catholic
Church and the Italian government. The process of integrating the diverse populations of the
peninsula into a cohesive national identity was also a complex undertaking, marked by regional
loyalties and the suppression of distinct cultural traditions. The early years of unified Italy were thus
characterized by efforts to consolidate power, address economic inequalities, and forge a common
national consciousness.

The Impact and Legacy of Italian Unification

The unification of Italy in 1861 was a monumental achievement that had profound and lasting
consequences for both Italy and the broader European context. It marked the end of centuries of
foreign domination and political fragmentation, fulfilling the long-held nationalist aspirations of the
Italian people.

The creation of a unified Italian state fundamentally altered the balance of power in Europe. Italy
emerged as a new major power, participating in the complex web of international alliances and
rivalries that characterized the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This newfound national identity
also fostered a sense of collective purpose and pride among Italians, leading to advancements in
literature, art, and science. However, the challenges of regional inequality, economic disparity, and
political integration continued to shape Italy's development for decades to come. The legacy of the
Risorgimento continues to influence Italian national identity and political discourse to this day, serving
as a testament to the enduring power of nationalism and the complex journey of nation-building.

FAQ

Q: What was the primary goal of the Risorgimento?
A: The primary goal of the Risorgimento was the political unification of the Italian peninsula, which
had been fragmented into numerous independent states for centuries, into a single, sovereign nation-
state.



Q: Who are considered the three most important figures in
Italian unification?
A: The three most pivotal figures in Italian unification are Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour (the
statesman and diplomat), Giuseppe Garibaldi (the revolutionary military leader), and Victor Emmanuel
II (the King of Sardinia-Piedmont who became the first King of Italy).

Q: What role did foreign powers play in Italian unification?
A: Foreign powers played a crucial, albeit complex, role. France, under Napoleon III, provided essential
military support to Piedmont in the Second Italian War of Independence. Prussia's victory in the
Austro-Prussian War led to the cession of Venetia to Italy. Austria, conversely, was the main obstacle
to unification, controlling significant Italian territories and intervening to suppress earlier nationalist
movements.

Q: What was the significance of the "Expedition of the
Thousand"?
A: The "Expedition of the Thousand," led by Giuseppe Garibaldi in 1860, was a military campaign that
resulted in the conquest of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies (southern Italy) by Garibaldi's volunteer
army. This event was critical in bringing southern Italy into the fold of the unified Italian kingdom.

Q: What challenges did the newly unified Italy face?
A: The newly unified Italy faced numerous challenges, including vast economic disparities between
the North and South, widespread poverty and illiteracy in the South, political instability, the "Roman
Question" (the dispute with the Papacy), and the difficulty of forging a cohesive national identity from
diverse regional populations.

Q: How did the Papacy react to Italian unification?
A: The Papacy, under Pope Pius IX, vehemently opposed Italian unification, particularly the annexation
of Rome. The Pope declared himself a "prisoner in the Vatican" and excommunicated those involved
in the seizure of papal territories, creating a long-standing rift between the Catholic Church and the
Italian state.

Q: Was the unification of Italy a purely liberal movement?
A: While liberal and nationalist ideals were central to the Risorgimento, the process was also shaped
by pragmatic political maneuvering, military force, and the opportunism of various political factions.
The monarchy played a significant role, and not all participants shared the same republican or
democratic aspirations.



Q: What is meant by the "Roman Question"?
A: The "Roman Question" refers to the political and religious conflict surrounding the status of Rome
and the Papal States in the context of Italian unification. It encompassed the desire of the new Italian
state to make Rome its capital and the Papacy's resistance to losing its temporal power.

Q: When was Rome finally incorporated into unified Italy?
A: Rome was finally incorporated into unified Italy in 1870, following the withdrawal of French troops
due to the Franco-Prussian War. Italian forces then entered Rome, and it was subsequently declared
the capital of the Kingdom of Italy.

Q: What is the long-term legacy of Italian unification?
A: The long-term legacy includes the establishment of Italy as a modern nation-state, its emergence
as a player in European politics, and the ongoing process of national integration and addressing
regional disparities. It also serves as a key case study in the rise of nationalism and nation-building in
the 19th century, a core topic in AP World History.
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