Weaknesses of the Liberal State

Political Weakness

Italy had not developed as a strong Parliamentary democracy for a number of reasons.  Firstly, the electorate was very limited, representing only 2% of the population in the first years after unification.  Deputies in Parliament were largely middle class liberals who were not seen as representative of the population as a whole. Moreover, they were perceived as men who were more interested in political office itself than in meaningful reform (this was also true of prefects in local government).  ‘Trasformismo’ described the policy followed by Giolitti and other Prime Ministers who wished to bring together different factions within the government through compromise.  This had the unfortunate effect of inhibiting the development of political parties that might have strengthened the liberal state.

Economic Weaknesses

In the late nineteenth century, Italy was still predominantly agricultural and its industrial development was limited compared to Britain, France or Germany.  Agriculture tended to be inefficient and backward, particularly in the South where the ‘latifondi’ dominated.  The industrial development that did occur did so exclusively in the North and this reinforced an existing economic divide between North and South.  Fierce competition from abroad in the textile industry and a consequent tariff war led to a serious economic and financial crisis in the 1880s.  Poor economic conditions resulted in large-scale emigration particularly to North America.

Lack of National Unity

A number of factors, apart from the unpopularity of the government and the North-South divide, contributed to a lack of national unity.  Most Italians spoke local dialects and rates of illiteracy were high.  Unification was not the result of one general uprising and some regions such as the Papal States felt that it had been imposed upon them.  Many felt unification was incomplete because Austria still occupied the  ‘unredeemed’ lands of Trentino and Trieste, while a blow was dealt to Italian pride by their defeat at the hands of the Abyssinians at Adowa in 1896.

Opposition

The Catholic Church

One handicap suffered buy the new Italian State was the hostile stance of the Papacy due to what was seen as the forced seizure of the Papal States during unification.  Pope Pius IX told Catholics to boycott elections for the Italian government.  Although this stance was gradually relaxed, it inhibited participation in or allegiance to the government by a large percentage of the population: it also prevented the growth of a strong Catholic ‘centre’ party.

Socialism and the Political Left

The growth of Socialism was the most significant political development in Italy around the turn of the 20th century, as it was the movement that enjoyed the broadest support. The Italian Socialist Party (P.S.I) founded by Filippo Turati was moderate in nature and favoured the improvement of workers’ conditions through the existing constitution, with the creation of a socialist state as its long-term objective.  It published its own newspaper, ‘Avanti’ and gained 32 seats in the general election of 1900.  Others who were more impatient to force the creation of a Socialist state through direct action included the Syndicalists who sought the seizure of industry and ultimately the state by industrial workers.    Their party, the U.S.I., also favoured an aggressive form of imperialism as a means to greater national unity and had gained 100,000 members by the outbreak of World War One.  Amongst the masses, trade unions of largely skilled workers had gained more than 250,000 members by 1902 and Chambers of Labour enjoyed even more support amongst the rural peasantry.

Nationalism and the Political Right

Many Italians, including the conservative elite, lamented what they saw as the failure of the new Italian State to assert itself on the international and imperial stage.  Nationalism was a strong force sweeping through Europe at the time and the government’s critics included ‘irredentists’ who resented the continued occupation of the unredeemed lands of Trentino and Trieste by Austria.  The ‘Futurists’ led by Marinetti, saw militarism and patriotism as creative forces that would restore Italy to greatness.

Crises

Discontent in Italy manifested itself thorough a series of crises and outbreaks of violence in the years before World War One.  The 1890s saw strikes and riots by socialist ‘fasci’ demanding the break up of the ‘latifondi’ in Sicily, as well as bread riots in Milan.  In both cases the reaction of the government was clumsy and harsh causing further resentment.  In ‘ Red Week’ in June 1914, a socialist general strike called to protest against the killing of 3 workers by the police escalated into a widespread revolt that required the army to restore law and order.  

Effects of World War One

Military

At the outbreak of WW1, Italians were divided not only on whether to get involved in the war but also on which side to join if they did so.  Although the war concluded with an Italian victory at Vittorio Veneto and the expulsion of Austria from Trentino and Trieste, it had largely been a military failure.  A poorly trained and ill-equipped Italian army had been decisively defeated at Caporetto in 1917 with 10,000 killed, 300,000 wounded and 300,000 captured.  The collapse of the German and Austrian armies in 1918 only served to create the illusion of an Italian victory that raised the expectations of returning soldiers.

Economic

Although industry in N. Italy was stimulated by war production, workers suffered from strict wartime discipline and rising prices, leading to bread riots in several cities: the inflation was the result of the government printing more money to pay off an enormous war debt.  Agriculture prospered during the war but in so doing it created expectations of land ownership and improved conditions for those peasant soldiers returning from the war.

Divisions

The experience of the war tended to widen existing divisions in both Italian politics and society.  Front line soldiers, many of them peasants regarded industrial workers who avoided conscription as ‘imboscati’ or shirkers.  Nationalists were angered by Italy’s lack of military success and blamed both the socialists and the government.  In particular, there was widespread anger at the so called ‘Mutilated Victory’ whereby Italy was denied some of the territories she had been promised in the Secret Treaty of London.  D’Annunzio’s seizure of Fiume in September 1919 seemed to confirm the impotence of the Italian government and, in contrast, the effectiveness of decisive acts of force.

Post-War Problems 1919-22

Economic

The sudden contraction of wartime industries, combined with the demobilization of over 2m troops, swelled the ranks of the unemployed in 1919.  Continued inflation hit the middle-classes particularly but also hurt workers and the unemployed.  Ill feeling was often directed against those perceived as profiting from the war.  Discontent and suffering was further exacerbated by the flu epidemic of 1918-19.

The ‘Bienno Rosso’
The two ‘red years’ after 1919 saw an unprecedented degree of unrest in both the industrial towns and the countryside.  For a while, it seemed as if the Bolshevik Revolution in Russia was to be repeated in Italy.  Strikes and food riots were widespread, often involving violence, the occupation of factories and even the mutiny of military units.  Unrest reached something of a climax in September 1920 when 400,000 workers in the northern industrial cities occupied their factories for 8 weeks in defiance of a lockout by employers.  In Southern Italy, many peasant ex-soldiers asserted their claims to their own agricultural land through peasant leagues and cooperatives.  In Central and Northern Italy, Socialist leagues of ‘braccianti’and ‘obbligati’ forced their demands for better wages, better land tenure and a share in profits through strikes on a scale not seen before.  In many cases, the government mediated with employers or landowners and brokered compromises that seemed to favour the strikers.  To the propertied classes and the conservative elite, this only seemed to confirm the impotence of the liberal state in the face of the socialist threat.

