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Dedication


Keith Randell (1943–2002)


The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.





Introduction: about this book


This book has been written primarily to support the study of the following courses:





•  AQA: Italy and Fascism, c1900–1945



•  OCR: Italy 1896–1943



•  Pearson Edexcel: The Rise and Fall of Fascism in Italy, c1911–46.





The specification grid on pages ix–x will help you understand how this book’s content relates to the course that you are studying.


The writer hopes that student readers will regard the book not simply as an aid to better exam results, but as a study which is enjoyable in itself as an analysis of a very important theme in history.


The following explains the different features of this book and how they will help your study of the course.


Beginning of the book


Context


Starting a new course can be daunting if you are not familiar with the period or topic. This section outlines what you need to know about the beginning of the period and will set up some of the key themes. Reading this section will help you get up to speed on the content of the course.


Throughout the book


Key terms


You need to know these to gain an understanding of the period. The appropriate use of specific historical language in your essays will also help you improve the quality of your writing. Key terms are in boldface font the first time they appear in the book. They are defined in the margin and appear in the glossary of terms at the end of the book.


Profiles


Some chapters contain profiles of important individuals. These include a brief biography and information about the importance and impact of the individual. This information can be very useful in understanding certain events and providing supporting evidence to your arguments.


Sources


Historical sources are important in understanding why specific decisions were taken or on what contemporary writers and politicians based their actions. The questions accompanying each source will help you to understand and analyse the source.



Key debates



The key debates between historians will help you think about historical interpretations and understand the different points of view for a given historiographical debate.


Chapter summaries


These written summaries are intended to help you revise and consolidate your knowledge and understanding of the content.


Summary diagrams


These visual summaries at the end of most sections are useful for revision.


Refresher questions


The refresher questions are quick knowledge checks to make sure you have understood and remembered the material that is covered in the chapter.


Question practice


There are opportunities at the end of each chapter to practise exam-style questions, arranged by exam board so you can make to practise the questions relevant for your course. The exam hint below each question will help you if you get stuck.


End of the book


Timeline


Understanding chronology (the order in which events took place) is an essential part of history. Knowing the order of events is one thing, but it is also important to know how events relate to each other. This timeline will help you put events into context and will be helpful for quick reference or as a revision tool.


Exam focus


This section gives advice on how to answer questions in your exam, focusing on the different requirements of your exam paper. The guidance in this book has been based on detailed examiner reports since 2017. It models best practice in terms of answering exam questions and shows the most common pitfalls to help ensure you get the best grade possible.


Glossary of terms


All key terms in the book are repeated here.


Further reading


To achieve top marks in history, you will need to read beyond this textbook. This section contains a list of books and articles for you to explore. The list may also be helpful for an extended essay or piece of coursework.



Online extras


This new edition is accompanied by online material to support you in your study. Throughout the book you will find the online extras icon to prompt you to make use of the relevant online resources for your course. By going to www.hodderhistory.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras you will find the following:


Activity worksheets


These activities will help you develop the skills you need for the exam. The thinking that you do to complete the activities, and the notes you make from answering the questions, will prove valuable in your learning journey and helping you get the best grade possible. Your teacher may decide to print the entire series of worksheets to create an activity booklet to accompany the course. Alternatively they may be used as standalone activities for class work or homework. However, don’t hesitate to go online and print off a worksheet yourself to get the most from this book.


Who’s who


A level history covers a lot of key figures so it’s perfectly understandable if you find yourself confused by all the different names. This document organises the individuals mentioned throughout the book by categories so you know your Matteotti from your Mussolini!


Further research


While further reading of books and articles is helpful to achieve your best, there’s a wealth of material online, including useful websites, digital archives, and documentaries on YouTube. This page lists resources that may help further your understanding of the topic. It may also prove a valuable reference for research if you decide to choose this period for the coursework element of your course.
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Chapter 1





Italy in 1896






1 The unification of Italy 1815–70




How did the unification of Italy come about?





Italy in 1815, as the Austrian statesman Metternich pointed out, was only ‘a geographical expression’. The country had not known political union for about 1500 years. It was a collection of relatively small, often quarrelling states. In the past, there had been great wealth in cities such as Florence, Venice and Rome, together with impressive cultural achievements, but the country had rarely been free from war or foreign domination. Indeed, while the likes of Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo were creating their great works of art during the ‘Italian Renaissance’ of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, Italy had been the battleground of Europe, as French and Spanish armies fought for supremacy.


In 1815 the states of the Italian peninsula were, for the most part, politically reactionary and economically undeveloped. The most determined reaction and abject poverty was to be found in the south, in the kingdom of the Two Sicilies. Central Italy was dominated by the Papal States, over which the Pope was not only the religious but also the political ruler. Further north were the small states of Tuscany, Modena and Parma, and the more economically advanced kingdom of Piedmont, based in Turin. Lombardy and Venetia, which contained the major cities of Milan and Venice, were ruled by the Austrian Empire.


Risorgimento


The period after 1815 witnessed an Italian literary and cultural revival, the Risorgimento, literally ‘resurgence’ or ‘rebirth’, which lamented Italian divisions and foreign domination, called for a new sense of Italian patriotism and demanded the political unification of the country. This movement particularly attracted students and the small professional classes, principally in the north. The kingdom of Piedmont was, however, the driving force behind unification.


In 1859 the Piedmontese statesman Camillo Cavour won French support for his expansionist ambitions. French arms forced Austria to cede Lombardy to Piedmont, while Tuscany, Modena, Parma and the Papal State of the Romagna were persuaded to give up their independence and join the kingdom of Piedmont. In the same year, Garibaldi, the romantic adventurer and popular hero of the unification, invaded Sicily with 1000 armed men – his ‘Red Shirts’. Despite the small size of his army, he had succeeded in conquering the kingdom of the Two Sicilies by late 1860. Garibaldi was then persuaded to hand over the state to King Victor Emmanuel II of Piedmont. At the same time a second part of the Papal States was annexed, leaving the Pope with only the area surrounding Rome.





[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Italy: from unification to the First World War.





In 1861 the kingdom of Italy was established as a constitutional monarchy based very closely on that of Piedmont. Italian support for Prussia in the Austro-Prussian war of 1866 led to the acquisition of Venetia from Austria. Finally, in 1870 Rome, the last independent territory in the peninsula, fell to Italian troops after the French had removed their soldiers from protecting the Holy City to fight in the Franco-Prussian war.



2 Problems facing Liberal Italy 1870–96




How serious were the problems faced by the Liberal rulers of Italy?





The political unification of the states of the Italian peninsula was thus complete by 1870. With only two per cent of the population possessing the vote, the new state was to be dominated by the representatives of the wealthy and middle classes, and these were overwhelmingly Liberals. This Liberal oligarchy, as they have sometimes been referred to, saw themselves as an educated elite who would lead Italy forward to national unity, economic prosperity and Great Power status. They were, however, to find formidable obstacles in their path.


Lack of Italian identity


The long history of political division had done little to foster a sense of national identity among Italians. Only a very small proportion of Italians had played any role in bringing about unification and loyalties tended to be towards the family or the immediate locality rather than towards the Italian nation. To complicate matters, only about two per cent of the population actually spoke Italian. The great majority spoke dialects that were virtually unintelligible outside their local area. What was known as ‘Italian’ was simply the local dialect of Tuscany, the province centring on Florence. Liberal governments believed that if Italy was to become truly united and a Great Power in Europe then the public must view themselves as Italians rather than Sicilians or Piedmontese.


Hostility of the Catholic Church


The Catholic Church was a powerful force in Italian society, claiming at least the nominal allegiance of the vast majority of the population, and it was bitterly resentful of the new kingdom of Italy that had seized the Papal States and Rome from the Church. In retaliation, the Pope refused to recognise the Italian state and instructed loyal Catholics to boycott all elections. This ban was lifted in the 1890s but distrust between the Church and the Liberal regime remained a factor in Italian politics up to and beyond the First World War.


Economic weakness


Italy was still predominantly an agricultural country, with some 68 per cent of the population dependent on the land for at least part of their livelihood. Most peasants and farm labourers, particularly in the south, lived in poverty. Industry was also relatively undeveloped. Most enterprises were small scale, centring around workshops and skilled craftsmen. Heavy industry was at a disadvantage because of the lack of natural resources, principally coal and iron ore. There was some development in iron and steel and shipbuilding, but this was largely limited to military purposes and railways and was concentrated in the north. Economic underdevelopment meant the government received relatively little in taxes and made it more difficult for them to finance such projects as the expansion of schooling or the build-up of the Italian armed forces.


Weaknesses of the Liberal political system


The parliamentary system had been partly based on the British model but in certain vital respects it was very different: there were no clearly defined political parties and there was no two-party system. As the urban and rural poor did not have the vote, politicians were drawn mainly from the professional, wealthy middle class and represented this narrow social class in parliament. These Liberals were not divided by ideology and, in fact, had relatively few major differences of opinion. Consequently, there seemed to be no necessity for formal political parties that might draw up policy, elect leaders and discipline dissenting members.


In the absence of well-organised parties, members of parliament, or deputies as they were known, clustered around prominent politicians and formed factions. A number of factions would agree to support each other and form a government, dividing up the ministerial posts between them. This was the politics of Trasformismo, where former political opponents might temporarily put aside their differences and come together in government. Of course, such alliances were fragile and when a leading politician felt aggrieved over an issue he would withdraw his faction’s support and the government would fall. In fact, such was the turnover of governments that Italy had 29 prime ministers between 1870 and 1922.


To critics, these ever-changing governments indicated that Liberal politics was not about principle or the good of the nation; it was simply the pursuit of power for its own sake.





Chapter 2





The weaknesses of Liberal Italy 1896–1915





Mussolini and his Fascists rose to power in the years immediately following the First World War, replacing the old Liberal regime. However, the rise of fascism cannot be understood simply by examining the events from 1915 to 1922. This chapter considers the problems that faced Italy and its Liberal rulers immediately prior to the war, and shows that many of the factors which would help to cause the collapse of the Liberal regime in 1922 were already visible in the years leading up to Italian entry into the war in 1915. These problems and factors are addressed through the following themes in this chapter:





•  Growing challenges to Liberal political dominance 1896–1915



•  Liberal governments 1896–1915



•  Liberal Italy on the eve of the First World War
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KEY DATES






	1870

	Italian troops seized Rome

Unification of Italy completed









	1895

	Italian Socialist Party founded






	1898

	Army under General Bava Beccaris violently suppressed widespread riots






	1899

	Fiat motor company founded






	1911

	Conquest of Libya expanded Italian Empire in Africa






	1912

	Universal male suffrage






	1914

	Collapse of Giolitti’s coalition government

‘Red Week’ of Socialist-inspired strikes









	1915

	Italy joined First World War on the side of Britain and France
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1 Growing challenges to Liberal political dominance 1896–1915




Why did the Liberals face growing challenges to their political dominance?





Context: political and economic crisis 1893–6


There was economic growth in the first twenty years of Liberal Italy but, by the early 1890s, the economy had fallen into depression, the result of foreign competition and trade disputes with France, Italy’s main export market.


Companies and even banks began to go bust. One of these banks, the Banca Romana, had issued banknotes on behalf of the Italian state. On its collapse, it became apparent that it had printed and issued a large number of banknotes illegally – in effect it had literally printed its own money, to the tune of 60 million lire, for its own use. The public outcry caused by this scandal was increased still further when it was revealed that the bank had also lent large sums of money to leading politicians. These loans had been interest free. The prime minister, Francesco Crispi, had received 55,000 lire and his political opponent, Giolitti, had borrowed at least 60,000 lire. This was an enormous sum at a time when the annual income per person in Italy was under 2000 lire. This clearly smacked of corruption and lowered the reputation of Liberal politicians even further.


The economic depression of the early 1890s not only caused bankruptcies and a political scandal, but also led to protests and public disorder. The first signs of trouble appeared in Sicily, one of the poorest parts of the country. Workers, at first in towns but soon in the countryside as well, organised strikes and demonstrations to demand higher wages and lower rents. Crispi’s government took fright, viewing these protests as a revolutionary subversive movement, perhaps sponsored by the Pope and hostile foreign powers. In January 1894 the government ordered the arrest of the workers’ leaders. Sicily was placed under military rule and 40,000 government troops were despatched to restore order. Crispi feared that not only Sicily but also the whole of Italy was on the brink of revolt. To prevent this, opposition political groups were banned throughout the country and critical newspapers were censored.


Crispi’s government survived this domestic crisis but a catastrophic defeat in foreign affairs destroyed both the government and the career of its leader. Crispi was determined that Italy should become a ‘Great Power’, the equal of Britain and France. By the 1880s these two countries were carving out empires in Africa, and many Liberals believed that Italy should have its share. Eritrea, in East Africa, was seized in 1890 and, in 1895, Crispi ordered Italian troops to occupy part of Ethiopia (known then as Abyssinia). War broke out and in the Battle of Adowa in March 1896 an Italian army was utterly defeated, leaving 5000 Italian soldiers dead.


This was a national humiliation which was etched into the Italian consciousness and only exorcised in 1936 when Mussolini’s Fascists finally conquered Ethiopia (see page 123). Crispi’s career came to an abrupt end. He had tried to make Italy a Great Power but had seen his army lose its first major campaign, the first European forces to be defeated by an African state in modern times.


The events of 1893–6 severely damaged the prestige and self-confidence of Liberal politicians and spurred economic depression, national humiliation and political corruption, which encouraged the growth of opposition movements that would challenge the Liberals’ monopoly of power. These movements took the form of socialism, Catholicism and nationalism.


Socialism


Rapid industrialisation in northern Italy from the 1880s produced a sizeable working class who were attracted to Socialist ideas concerning pay, working conditions and the ownership of industry. A Liberal reform of 1881, allowing some 2 million more Italians to vote, provided an added incentive for Socialists to organise. The first determined attempt to create a single, united Socialist party was made by Filippo Turati, a middle-class lawyer, when, in 1891, he organised an Italian Workers’ Congress in Milan.


At the Genoa Congress of 1892 the movement divided into two broad groupings. The first dedicated itself to revolutionary strikes and refused to participate in elections or parliamentary politics. The second and larger group also committed itself to workers’ control of the state, but realised that this must be a long-term aim. It argued that in the meantime, and to achieve this ultimate goal, Socialists should work to extract better pay and conditions from employers, and should involve themselves in local and national politics, even if this meant dealing with the hated Liberals.


This more moderate group, including Turati, became the Italian Socialist Party (PSI) in 1895. By 1897 it had 27,000 members and ran its own newspaper, Avanti! In 1900 it received over 200,000 votes in the general election and secured 32 seats in the chamber of deputies, the lower house of the Italian parliament. According to its manifesto, these deputies were resolved to demand the introduction of universal male suffrage, an eight-hour day, income tax and women’s rights. But despite the fact that socialism still had relatively little support by the turn of the century and had adopted moderate policies its emergence had provoked great fears. Such fears were particularly pronounced in the Catholic Church.


Catholicism


For the first decade or more after unification, the Catholic Church focused its hostility on the Liberal regime, but by the 1890s the Papacy had turned its attention to the rise of socialism. To the Church, socialism was a direct competitor for the hearts and minds of ordinary Italians, challenged the traditional social order and even rejected religion (see Source A).
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SOURCE A


The Bishop of Verona writing to Catholics in his region, 1901, quoted in Martin Clark, Modern Italy: 1871 to the Present, Routledge, 2014, p. 177.


Socialism is the most abject slavery, it is flagrant injustice, it is the craziest folly, it is a social crime, it is the destruction of the family and of public welfare, it is the self-proclaimed and inevitable enemy of religion, and it leads to anarchy.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


Why was the Bishop of Verona, writing in Source A, so concerned about socialism?
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To head off the danger of Socialist gains in parliament, the Church removed its ban on Catholics voting in general elections. By 1909 Catholics were even permitted to put themselves forward as candidates for election.


The Pope remained opposed to the formation of a Catholic political party that might rival his authority over the faithful, but the Catholics still presented a major challenge to the Liberal regime. Now that the Catholics were active participants in national politics, was it possible to ignore them, or must some form of accommodation be attempted? If there was to be cooperation, what would the terms be, and how could leading Liberals deal with the remaining anticlericals in their own ranks?


Nationalism


Nationalists, often middle-class intellectuals, were few in number but they found many supporters in the media. They accused Liberals of putting their own careers before the good of the country. In particular, they condemned the regime for failing to make Italy a great power, the equal of France or Britain. They demanded a larger Italian Empire in Africa and higher military spending. They also favoured irridentism, demanding that Italy seize those areas of the Austrian Empire where most of the population spoke Italian, namely South Tyrol, Trentino and Istria (see Figure 3.1, page 29).


Nationalists argued that a more aggressive foreign policy would help to forge an Italian nation and reinvigorate Italian politics. It would be the Nationalists who would lead the calls for Italian entry into the First World War and who would be an early influence on fascism.
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM


PROBLEMS FACING LIBERAL ITALY 1870–1915
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2 Liberal governments 1896–1915




What problems did Liberal governments face from 1870 to 1915?





Crispi was forced to resign as prime minister after the defeat at Adowa in 1896 and peace was made with Ethiopia, but within Italy repression was maintained and even increased. The government viewed dissent as subversion and concessions as signs of weakness. This policy culminated in the traumatic events of 1898. The poor harvest of 1897, combined with high taxes on imported wheat, pushed up the price of food. Street demonstrations against high prices and shortages began in the south in early 1898 and by April had spread to most parts of the country. When the attempt to arrest some Socialist newspaper sellers in Milan led to widespread rioting, the authorities thought that they had uncovered a Socialist conspiracy. The army was brought in to suppress the riots, killing up to 200 people in the process. The situation was further inflamed when the King awarded a medal to General Bava Beccaris, the army commander responsible for the shootings. Martial law was declared in four provinces, all suspected subversives were arrested and the press was heavily censored. Thousands of people were jailed.


The repression worked in that the protestors were silenced, but the problem was not solved. Opposition did not disappear: it simply went underground. In fact, the methods used by the authorities only increased public disaffection. It became ever clearer to most Liberals that repression was not a viable long-term policy. By the beginning of the new century the voices of moderation were starting to be heard.


The most persuasive advocate of a new approach was Giovanni Giolitti, the man who was to dominate Italian politics for over a decade. Giolitti was convinced that Liberals had made the mistake of ignoring the plight of ordinary Italians. Indeed, he considered that the troubles of the 1890s had been partly of the Liberals’ own making.
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SOURCE B


Giolitti speaking in parliament in 1900, quoted in Franklin Hugh Adler, Italian Industrialists from Liberalism to Fascism: The Political Development of the Industrial Bourgeoisie, 1906–34, Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 12.


The country is sick politically and morally, but the principal cause of its sickness is that the classes in power have been spending enormous sums on themselves and their own interests, and have obtained the money almost entirely from the poorer sections of society … I deplore as much as anyone the struggle between classes but at least let us be fair and ask who started it.
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[image: ] SOURCE QUESTION


What is the message of Source B?
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And, in 1901, Giolitti warned parliament:




The upward movement of the popular classes is accelerating day by day … Let no one delude himself that he can prevent the popular classes from conquering their share of political and economic influence … It depends chiefly on us, whether the emergence of these shall be a new conservative force, or whether instead it shall be a whirlwind that will be the ruin of our country’s fortunes.





Continued repression, then, would only fuel the ‘struggle between classes’ and create a Socialist movement dedicated to revolution. The only alternative was to demonstrate that government could be sympathetic to the demands of labour. Government should no longer be seen as the enemy of the urban worker and the rural poor. Moderate Socialists should be encouraged to play a constructive role in parliamentary politics, even to the point of being invited to join Liberal governments.


As minister of the interior from 1901 to 1903 and then as prime minister for all but three of the years from 1903 to 1914, Giolitti tried to put his philosophy into action. In the field of social reform he was responsible for passing laws forcing employers to grant one rest day a week and outlawing the employment of children under the age of twelve. Older children and women workers could no longer be contracted to work for more than twelve hours each day. Old-age pensions began to be introduced and there was some government help to improve housing conditions among the poor. Government expenditure on public works doubled from 1900 to 1907. Part of this money was spent on improving roads, farming and the quality of drinking water in the south. Taxes on food, which affected the poor relatively more than the rich, were reduced and the drug quinine was supplied free of charge to areas affected by malaria.


Giolitti’s most controversial policy addressed the issue of labour disputes. Liberal governments recognised that workers had the right to strike but often viewed strikers as potentially revolutionary mobs to be dispersed by the police. This was particularly the case in the late 1890s when troops were frequently used to intimidate strikers. Giolitti, in contrast to his predecessors, was determined that the state should remain neutral in disputes between employers and employees. He thought that only if the government was seen to be neutral in strikes would workers support the Liberal state. This new approach was illustrated most vividly in 1904 when left-wing unions called a general strike. The strike received widespread support in the northern cities, but the government kept its nerve and refused to crush the strikers. After a few days the disorganised and uncoordinated strike collapsed. This defeat discredited extremists on the left, yet informed employers that they could no longer rely on the authorities to intimidate their employees into going back to work. Giolitti believed that employers should be prepared to negotiate with their workers.


To improve relations between the two sides of industry, the government encouraged the emergence of arbitrators. These arbitrators were independent officials who listened to the arguments of both employers and employees and then recommended a compromise. Employers began to be more conciliatory. Gradually, they conceded, for example, that workers could not be sacked without good cause or simply for going on strike.
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	1860
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	Prime minister
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	Minister of the interior (equivalent of home secretary in the UK)






	1903–5

	Prime minister






	1906–9

	Prime minister






	1911–14

	Prime minister






	1920–1

	Prime minister






	1928
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Giolitti was the dominant Liberal politician of the years 1896–1915. He was on the left of the party, believing that Liberal governments should help the poor through social reforms. He was a highly skilled politician who tried to win support by working with moderate Socialists and Catholics, and by increasing the numbers of Italians eligible to vote. He underestimated the Fascists after the First World War and offered them an electoral alliance in 1921.


Giolitti’s policy certainly won the support of many moderate Socialists, particularly those who sat in the chamber of deputies. Socialist MPs were prepared to support Giolitti’s government, and effectively became part of his coalition. The prime minister also attempted to work with those moderate Catholics who feared socialism and favoured limited social reform. They were encouraged by Giolitti’s willingness to drop a proposed law permitting divorce and they began to cast their votes in favour of those Liberals willing to stand up for Catholic interests, such as Church schools. This cooperation was particularly seen in local politics, where Catholics voted for sympathetic Liberals and even stood for election themselves. By 1911 Catholics were part of the governing coalitions in big cities such as Turin, Bologna, Florence and Venice.


Giolitti’s grand design of a Trasformismo which would bring all men of goodwill together to protect the state seemed to be coming to fruition. Socialists and Catholics no longer appeared to be such subversive outcasts from Liberal Italy. However, Giolitti’s coalition was very fragile and was to be destroyed by the consequences of a colonial war and the introduction of universal suffrage.
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The Libyan War and the collapse of Giolitti’s ministry


In September 1911 Italy invaded Libya, in North Africa. Giolitti hoped to overcome this outpost of the Turkish Empire quickly and establish an Italian colony there. Italy had harboured ambitions in North Africa since the early 1880s when the French had seized Tunis. In 1911 France seemed to be consolidating its control of Morocco and Algeria and, Italy feared, might turn its attention to Algeria’s neighbour, Libya. Public opinion, whipped up by Nationalists and the press, would not stand for another humiliation and demanded intervention. Giolitti bowed to the pressure.


The war itself was relatively successful, certainly when compared to the Ethiopian campaign of 1896. The major Libyan towns and ports were taken within three weeks and Turkey formally ceded the territory to Italy in October 1912. Italian forces were still harried by Arab guerrilla groups, but the venture appeared a resounding success for the Liberal government.


In the event, however, the victory helped to destroy Giolitti’s hopes of a grand Trasformismo. In the first place, the alliance between moderate Socialists and Giolittian Liberals collapsed. The Socialist Party had condemned the war and moderate reformists lost their position as the dominant grouping within the party. More revolutionary Socialists were now in the ascendant. Indeed, the Socialist newspaper, Avanti! (Forward!), edited by a young firebrand named Benito Mussolini, now called for the abolition of private property and advocated violent strikes to overthrow the state. More conservative Italians were appalled, and many blamed Giolitti’s conciliatory policy towards labour. They had hated his refusal to use force against strikers and insisted that such weakness had only encouraged Socialist extremism. Some Italians began to listen to the Italian Nationalist Association, a grouping of businessmen, journalists and young, radical poets and painters, who condemned not just Giolitti, but the whole Liberal system. These Nationalists despised the manoeuvrings in parliament, accused the politicians of neglecting Italian interests, and demanded higher defence spending and colonial expansion. Italy must be a true ‘Great Power’ and in order to achieve this some form of authoritarian state would be necessary. The Nationalists secured few votes but their influence over conservative groups such as industrialists and landowners was out of all proportion to their numbers. Italian politics was polarising.


The difficulties faced by Giolitti-style liberalism were increased by the widening of the suffrage in 1912. Giolitti’s reward to the victorious soldiers in the Libyan campaign increased the electorate from 3 million to 8.5 million. Now anyone who had completed their military service could vote, as could literate men at 21 years old and all men at 30 years old, whether literate or not.


In the 1913 general election, the first held under the new rules, it appeared as though nothing had changed. Of the 511 seats in the chamber, the various Liberal factions controlled 318, and could count on up to 70 votes from left-wing anticlerical Liberals known as Radicals. Against this, the Socialists could muster 78 seats – an increase of four per cent on their performance in the 1909 election – and the Nationalists only three seats. However, it became apparent that the Liberal majority had been achieved by arranging an electoral deal, known as the Gentiloni pact, with the moderate Catholics.


Ottorino Gentiloni, the leader of the Catholic Electoral Union of moderate Catholics, had agreed with Giolitti that Liberal candidates who promised to oppose divorce and favour religious orders and Church schools would receive Catholic votes. To ensure that they held their seats, 228 Liberal candidates signed a declaration that they would support such Catholic interests. Giolitti secured a majority, but it was clear that in the age of universal suffrage the number of committed Liberal supporters in the country would be too few to ensure future Liberal majorities in the chamber. It was somewhat ironic that the Liberal government now depended on the votes of Catholic groups. Dependent on Catholic support and with the Socialists totally opposed to cooperation, the trick of Trasformismo was becoming impossible to perform. Proof of this came in 1914 when the staunchly anticlerical Radicals withdrew their support from Giolitti’s coalition. They had discovered the electoral deal that had been struck with the Catholics and they felt that they could no longer support an administration that was so apparently dependent on the old enemy, Catholicism. Giolitti promptly resigned. Within months, Europe was engulfed in the First World War, a war which would severely weaken liberalism in Italy.



3 Liberal Italy on the eve of the First World War




How stable was the Liberal regime in the years leading up to the First World War?





The positive view


Liberals argued that Italy had made huge progress under their rule and that the country was evolving into a strong and healthy democracy in the years immediately prior to the First World War.


National military service and the introduction of free primary education had helped to create a greater sense of Italian nationhood. Economic progress had been rapid, with the development of steel and shipbuilding industries. Fiat, founded in 1899, had become one of the largest producers of cars and trucks in Europe, while Olivetti was also prominent in new technology, exporting typewriters and office equipment. The machines in these factories were powered by electricity often produced by new hydroelectric power stations in the Alps. Statistics highlighted this economic success: national income had risen from 61 billion lire in 1895 to 92 billion lire in 1915, there was a six-fold increase in foreign trade in the 50 years up to 1913, and the real wages of industrial workers increased by 40 per cent in the years 1900–13. Economic growth meant that the government received more money in taxes, enabling it to reduce taxes on food and to spend money to improve roads, railways and the supply of drinking water.


In the field of foreign affairs, Italy had joined the Triple Alliance with Germany and Austria-Hungary, and built up an empire in East Africa. The conquest of Libya in 1911 had confirmed Italy as a Great Power.


Most importantly, according to the Liberals, Italy had a robust, stable political system. The vote had been progressively extended so that from 1912 there was effectively universal male suffrage. Giolitti, prime minister for most of the years from 1903 to 1914, had managed to co-opt both moderate Socialists and moderate Catholics into his governing coalition.


The regime was thus winning the support of the key groups within Italian society. The British historian G.M. Trevelyan, writing in the years before the First World War, illustrated this positive view: ‘Nothing is more remarkable than the stability of the Italian kingdom and the building is as safe as any in Europe. The foundations of human liberty and the foundations of social order exist there on a firm basis.’
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ONLINE EXTRAS


Pearson Edexcel


Test your understanding of the achievements of Liberal governments by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of the problems facing the Liberal governments by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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The negative view


This rosy vision of a successful Liberal Italy was firmly rejected by the Liberals’ political opponents.


Socialist criticisms of Liberal Italy


Socialists condemned the regime as a cover for capitalist exploitation of the Italian working classes. Their argument was as follows. Wages were still very low and hours were very long when compared with the rest of western Europe. Welfare benefits, such as sickness and pension payments, also compared unfavourably. Any improvements in the life of the Italian worker had been wrung out of a state always too willing to use the army to crush strikers and opposing political groups. The wealth of the country had been squandered on imperialist adventures in East Africa and Libya. The fact that 5 million Italians had chosen to emigrate to the USA and South America in the period 1871–1915 confirmed the failure of liberalism to address the problem of poverty, let alone to solve it. For the Socialists, the question was not whether the Liberal regime would collapse, but how soon, and what methods would bring it about.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of the successes and failures of Giolitti’s governments by completing Worksheet 2 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Nationalist criticisms of Liberal Italy


To the Nationalists, the regime was equally contemptible. It had lacked the will to make Italy a major force on the European scene. Liberal incompetence had led to a humiliating military defeat at the hands of the Ethiopians in 1896. In addition, the vast number of poor Italians, averaging over 500,000 each year from 1901, who were emigrating to the USA and Argentina was a national disgrace. These emigrants were men and women whose energy should have been employed to build up the Italian economy and fill the ranks of its armies. Liberalism, through its weakness, had only exacerbated the struggle between classes. The state had neither crushed socialism effectively nor provided a relevant alternative creed for Italian workers to believe in. Liberalism had never instilled an Italian ‘national spirit’, not least because its politicians lacked all principle. They were only concerned about their own careers and private interests and they made deals with anyone who could further their selfish aims. Giolitti himself was the epitome of such a lack of belief in public service. He had allied with Socialists and Catholics, and had shamelessly employed corrupt tactics to win general elections, using government officials to bribe or intimidate voters.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


OCR


Test your understanding of the effectiveness of Giolitti’s governments by completing Worksheet 1 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of the arguments over the record of Liberal governments by completing Worksheet 3 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Test your understanding of the key developments in Liberal Italy up to 1915 by completing Worksheet 4 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Catholic criticisms of Liberal Italy


Catholics were divided over liberalism. Many found it difficult to support a regime which in 1870 had trampled over the Pope’s territorial rights in Rome. Furthermore, many believed the Liberals had neglected the problems of the poor Catholic peasantry, particularly in the south. Although governments during the Giolittian era had granted monies to southern provinces to improve irrigation and the supply of drinking water, the sums had proved woefully inadequate. Poverty remained a desperate problem, particularly in Sicily where 0.01 per cent of the population owned 50 per cent of the land, leaving a mass of landless peasants. From the late 1890s onwards southerners formed the majority of those Italians emigrating overseas each year. This was proof of the seriousness of the ‘southern problem’.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


OCR


Test your understanding of the extent of support for the Liberal regime by completing Worksheets 2 and 3 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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Catholic groups who looked towards social reform as a means of alleviating continuing poverty would form part of the Popular Party (the Popolari) established after the First World War and they were determined not to be absorbed into the Liberal system. For them, the Liberals represented an urban educated elite who had little interest in or understanding of the real Italy.


Not all Catholics were fundamentally opposed to the Liberal regime, however. More conservative Catholics saw the regime as infinitely preferable to socialism. Liberalism might be far from ideal, but they feared that a Catholic political party in the hands of more radical reformers would be less willing than the Liberals to defend their property interests. In any case, the Pope was not yet prepared to permit the formation of a Catholic political party, a potential rival to his own authority.
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ONLINE EXTRAS


AQA


Learn how to assess the value of sources and how to practise planning for exam questions by completing Worksheets 5, 6 and 7 at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/accesstohistory/extras
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SUMMARY DIAGRAM


LIBERAL ITALY ON THE EVE OF THE FIRST WORLD WAR
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CHAPTER SUMMARY


The Liberal governments of 1896–1915 faced challenges to their political domination from Socialists, Catholics and Nationalists. There was economic progress, but the new industries were located in the north, and the south was still desperately poor. The Liberals, under Giolitti, introduced social reforms to help the poor and had widened the suffrage, but these reforms only spurred demands for further change.


In 1914 the Liberals remained in power but their basis of support was shallow, and Socialist and Catholic opponents were growing in strength. The events of ‘Red Week’ in 1914, where the deaths of three Socialists in anti-Libyan war protests led to widespread strikes, suggested that political divisions were widening. The Liberal regime was in no immediate danger of collapse, but it was clear that the Liberal monopoly of power was over. The test for the Liberal political system was to see whether the practice of Trasformismo could bring moderate Catholics and Socialists into a Liberal coalition government, forming a new consensus which would narrow political divisions and marginalise the extremists: the revolutionary Socialists on the left and the Nationalists on the right. This, however, would be a very difficult task.
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Refresher questions


Use these questions to remind yourself of the key material covered in this chapter.




  1  What problems faced the unified Italy in 1870?


  2  Why did the Liberals dominate Italian politics in the years up to 1914?


  3  What criticisms were made of the Liberal political system?


  4  What did Socialists believe in?


  5  Why did support grow for socialism?


  6  Why did Catholics become more involved in politics?


  7  What reforms did Giolitti introduce?


  8  What criticisms did Nationalists make of Liberal politics and policies?


  9  What were the consequences of the war in Libya?



10  Why did Giolitti’s government collapse in 1914?
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