THE AGE OF
LINCOLN ...
CAVOUR

Com parative Perspectives on
Nineteenth-Ceritury American
and Italian Nation-Buildin g

Enrico Dal Lago ﬂf’f



THE AGE OF LINCOLN AND CAVOUR



Also by the Author

William Lloyd Garrison and Giuseppe Mazzini: Abolition,
Democracy, and Radical Reform

American Slavery, Atlantic Slavery, and Beyond: The U.S. “Peculiar
Institution” in International Perspective

Agrarian Elites: American Slaveholders and Southern Italian
Landowners, 1815-1861



THE AGE OF LINCOLN AND CAVOUR

COMPARATIVE PERSPECTIVES ON
NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN AND
ITALIAN NATION-BUILDING

Enrico Dal Lago

palgrave
macmillan



THE AGE OF LINCOLN AND CAVOUR
Copyright © Enrico Dal Lago, 2015.

Softcover reprint of the hardcover 1st edition 2015 978-1-137-48542-7
All rights reserved.

First published in 2015 by PALGRAVE MACMILLAN® in the United
States—a division of St. Martin’s Press LLC, 175 Fifth Avenue, New
York, NY 10010.

Where this book is distributed in the UK, Europe, and the rest of
the world, this is by Palgrave Macmillan, a division of Macmillan
Publishers Limited, registered in England, company number 785998, of
Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire RG21 6XS.

Palgrave Macmillan is the global academic imprint of the above companies
and has companies and representatives throughout the world.

Palgrave® and Macmillan® are registered trademarks in the United States,
the United Kingdom, Europe and other countries.

ISBN 978-1-349-50367-4 ISBN 978-1-137-49012-4 (e¢Book)
DOI10.1057,/9781137490124

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available from the
Library of Congress.

A catalogue record of the book is available from the British Library.
Design by Amnet.
First edition: February 2015

10987654321



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Introduction: Nation-Building in the Age of Lincoln

1I

and Cavour: Comparative Themes and Dimensions

Nineteenth-Century American Abolitionism
and Italian Democratic Nationalism

Radicalism and Nationalism: Northern “Liberators”
and Southern Laborers in the United States and Italy,
1830-1860

Purging Nations with Blood: John Brown, Pisacane,
Social Justice, and Guerrilla Warfare
Lincoln, Cavour, and Progressive Nationalism

Economic Progress, Markets, and Railroads
in Lincoln’s and Cavour’s Early Careers

Progressive Nationalism, Politics, and National
Unifications: Lincoln and Cavour after 1850

IIT Secession, Civil War, and Nation-Building

in the United States and Italy

The Specter of Confederate Secession in Early
Post-Unification Italy

Inner Civil Wars in the Confederate South
and the Italian Mezzogiorno, 1861-1865

Conclusion

Notes

Index

vil

21

37

61

93

123

141

165
171
225



This page intentionally left blank



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

My first thanks go to my home institution, the National University
of Ireland, Galway, for granting me a sabbatical leave for two semes-
ters in 2013-14 and 2014-15, which were crucial for researching and
writing the present book. I wish to thank all my colleagues in History,
and the past and present Heads of History, Caitriona Clear, Roisin
Healy, and Alison Forrestal, for providing the ideal environment for
working on my book; the Moore Institute and its current Director,
Daniel Carey; the School of Humanities and the past and present
Heads of School, Lionel Pilkington and Steven Ellis. I also wish to
thank the staff at the James Hardiman Library at NUI Galway, espe-
cially the interlibrary loans staff, and the archivists at The National
Archives at Kew, UK.

An older, shorter, and somewhat different version of Chapter One
in the present book has been published as Enrico Dal Lago, “Radical-
ism and Nationalism: Northern ‘Liberators’ and Southern Laborers in
the United States and Italy, 1830-1860” in Enrico Dal Lago and Rick
Halpern, eds., The American South and the Italian Mezzogiorno: Essays
in Comparative History (Palgrave, 2002; reproduced, with changes,
with permission). Also, shorter and somewhat different versions of
sections of Chapter Three and Chapter Four have been published in
Enrico Dal Lago, “Lincoln, Cavour, and National Unification: Ameri-
can Republicanism and Italian Liberal Nationalism in Comparative
Perspective,” Journal of the Civil War Era 3:1 (2013). Finally, a brief
summary of parts of Chapter Five has been published in the first half
of Enrico Dal Lago, “The American Civil War and National Unifica-
tion: Comparisons and Connections between the Confederate South
and Southern Italy” in Peter Stearns, ed., The American Civil War in
Global Context (Richmond: Virginia Sesquicentennial, 2015).

I wish to thank also those colleagues and friends who have helped in
different ways, either by commenting on preliminary versions of chap-
ters or by making important suggestions for improvement, or simply
by listening to me talk about some aspects of this book. I wish to
thank, in particular, Ed Baptist, Cristina Bon, Leslie Butler, Nicholas



viii ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Canny, Catherine Clinton, Don Doyle, Roisin Healy, Anthony Kaye,
Peter Kolchin, Axel Korner, Bruce Levine, Caleb McDaniel, Rafael
de Bivar Marquese, Lawrence Powell, Lucy Riall, Tim Roberts, Dale
Tomich, and Andrew Zimmerman. At Palgrave, I wish to thank espe-
cially the anonymous reader of my manuscript, who provided posi-
tive and very helpful comments, and also Chris Chappell and Mike
Aperauch for all their help. I wish to give particularly warm thanks to
Madeleine, for her help throughout the writing of this book. Finally, I
wish to thank my parents, Olinto and Rosa Dal Lago, and my brother
Stefano for their continuous support.



INTRODUCTION

~ISK~

NATION-BUILDING IN THE AGE OF
LINCOLN AND CAVOUR: COMPARATIVE
THEMES AND DIMENSIONS

Current scholarship on the Civil War era in the United States and
on the Risorgimento era, or era of national unification, in Italy has
advocated a move toward wider approaches to the study of these two
crucial phases of the nineteenth-century processes of nation-building
in the two countries. In recent years, the publication of a growing
body of historical literature has focused on the widening of perspec-
tives and the identification of little-known or neglected links and con-
nections between different regions of the world at the time of the
American Civil War and the Italian Risorgimento, following the cur-
rent “transnational turn” in historiography.! In a 2012 introduction
to a special issue of The Journal of the Civil War Era dedicated to
“New Approaches to Internationalizing the History of the Civil War
Era,” Caleb McDaniel and Bethany Johnson recognized the impor-
tant work done by recent transnational studies on the United States
in the nineteenth century, but they also argued that “the nineteenth
century in general and the American Civil War era in particular are
ripe for reconsideration from global, comparative, and transnational
perspectives.” Also in 2012, in a review article that interpretatively
summarized the recent scholarship on Risorgimento Italy, Maurizio
Isabella acknowledged the importance of the transnational dimension
of several recent studies, but he also wrote that “more comparative
work is needed to assess what, if anything, was special about Italy’s
state formation and its culture.”® Thus, in both articles, the authors—
all leading scholars in the fields of transnational history of either the
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nineteenth-century United States or nineteenth-century Italy—have
been keen advocates of widening the scope of studies in their fields
through a more widespread adoption not just of the transnational
approach, but also of the comparative approach.

Historical comparison is hardly a completely novel approach to
the study of the American Civil War. The original idea of comparing
the American Civil War to nineteenth-century European processes of
nation-building, including Italian national unification, goes back to a
1968 essay by U.S. historian David Potter.* In that essay and in other
writings, Potter argued that we should see the American Civil War in
close relationship to the nationalist movements that agitated Europe
from the first half of the nineteenth century. In this perspective, given
the substantial failure of the latter before 1860, the war waged by
Abraham Lincoln for the national reunification of the United States
in 1861 represented, together with the national unification of Italy
under a constitutional monarchy in the same year, the first real vic-
tory of liberal nationalism in the Euro-American world since the Latin
American independence movements of the 1810s and 1820s. Thus,
for Potter, the type of nationalism that triumphed in the United States
with the victory of the Union in 1865 was comparable, in the uni-
versal and libertarian ideals that inspired Lincoln and the Republican
Party, to the type of liberal nationalism that had characterized both
Latin America’s nationalist movements and Europe’s 1848 nation-
alist movements and that, as epitomized by Italian Prime Minister
Camillo Cavour, was the dominant ideology in a process of formation
of the Italian nation-state partly contemporaneous to the American
Civil War.?

Despite the general admiration for David Potter, no scholar fol-
lowed on his groundbreaking path for comparative historical studies
for at least two decades, very likely because, during that period, the
discourse of American “exceptionalism”—that is, the idea that the
United States had followed an absolutely unique process of historical
development, which made America fundamentally incomparable to
other countries—was widespread in American academia.® At the same
time, it is also true that during the same years in which Potter made
his comparative arguments, in the mid to late 1960s, two other schol-
ars had begun to think about the American Civil War in a comparative
perspective. The first scholar was American historical sociologist Bar-
rington Moore, Jr., whose monumental The Social Origins of Dictator-
ship and Democracy (1966) was one of the first large-scale comparative
studies, with an unparalleled breadth of vision and scope, both in terms
of chronology and space, within the boundaries of Modern History.
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The other scholar was Italian historian Raimondo Luraghi, who, in
his equally monumental work, A History of the American Civil War
(also released in 1966), hinted at a number of possible and highly
inspiring comparative issues in regard to individuals, themes, and
episodes of nineteenth-century U.S. history and Italian Risorgimento
history. At the heart of both studies was the conviction, particularly
widespread among Marxist scholars of nineteenth-century America,
that the American Civil War had witnessed the defeat of an agrarian
and precapitalist South by an industrialized and capitalist North, and
that therefore the war was a phenomenon essentially comparable to
other, similar conflicts that had characterized the emergence of mod-
ern nation-states in nineteenth-century Europe.”

These studies, while groundbreaking, remained without a follow-
ing until the 1980s and the rise of the new scholarship on national-
ism and, at the same time, the rise in popularity of the comparative
historical method, both of which led to the weakening of the myth
of American exceptionalism and also of the idea, still very popular,
that the American Civil War was a phenomenon essentially not com-
parable to any other. Studies on the different historical facets and
varieties of nationalism by anthropologists, sociologists, and his-
torians such as, especially, Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, and
Eric Hobsbawm, have shown how modern nations, particularly the
nations that emerged in nineteenth-century Europe, arose as results
of operations of social engineering and the “invention of traditions,”
in Hobsbawm’s famous expression.® Even though these scholars did
not always include the United States in their treatments, it is not dif-
ficult to see how their theories led American historians who were
favorable to historical comparison to adopt them, especially since they
could use those theories to demolish once and for all the misguided
concept of the exceptionality of creation of the American nation as an
artificial process. At the same time, starting from the 1980s, American
historians working in the particularly prolific field of slavery studies
progressively widened their comparative horizons—until then mostly
limited to the U.S. South and to other New World slave societies—
and began a tradition of scholarship focusing on comparison of the
U.S. slave system with other labor systems, both free and unfree, in
the entire Euro-American world.?

All this new historiographical ferment created the conditions for
a major step forward in the historiography of the American Civil
War, as the suggestions coming from the new studies on national-
ism and on comparative slavery progressively influenced research con-
ducted by different scholars, ultimately leading to the current pleas
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for more comparative historical studies situating the Civil War in its
Euro-American and global dimension. In her groundbreaking study
on nationalism in the Civil War U.S. South, The Creation of Con-
federate Nationalism (1988), Drew Faust made a number of refer-
ences to Gellner, Anderson, and Hobsbawm, and the same can be said
of two other crucial studies, Susan-Mary Grant’s North Over South
(2000) and Melinda Lawson’s Patriot Fires (2002), on nationalism
in the antebellum and Civil War U.S. North. Significantly, the lat-
est scholarship on nationalism in the antebellum South and in the
Confederacy, well represented by Stephanie McCurry’s Confederate
Reckoning (2010) and Paul Quigley’s Shifting Grounds (2011), has
incorporated the comparative dimension, since both works make ref-
erence to nation-building in contemporary Europe.!® The same is
true also of the few recent works that have looked at transatlantic con-
nections between the United States and Europe specifically in rela-
tion to themes such as: the 1848 European upheavals, as in Timothy
Roberts’s Distant Revolutions (2009); the significance of the start of
the American Civil War, as in André Fleche’s The Revolution of 1861
(2012); and the transnational contacts of American abolitionists, as
in Caleb McDaniel’s The Problem of Democracy in the Age of Slavery
(2013).11

Despite this flourishing of scholarship, studies that have actually
made explicit and sustained, or “rigorous,” comparisons—in which,
according to Peter Kolchin, the comparative analysis of two cases is
the heart of the study, rather than just hinted at briefly—focusing
on the nineteenth-century United States, and particularly on the
American Civil War and contemporary events in Europe have been,
and are still, only a few. Among them, worthy of mention are sociolo-
gist Liah Greenfeld’s Nationalism: Five Roads to Modernity (1995),
which attempted to insert the entire history of the United States
within the contours of a new interpretation of the rise of nations in the
Western world, similarly to the more recent work by Lloyd Kramer,
Nationalism in Europe and America (2011)—the latter relating to
the period after 1776 on both continents.!? Particularly important
in this respect were two essays published in the early 1990s by Ste-
ven Hahn and Carl Degler, respectively, on U.S. Southern planters
and on the American Civil War in comparative perspective. In those
two essays, Hahn and Degler essentially considered the Civil War as
a phenomenon of national consolidation comparable to similar phe-
nomena that occurred in the same period in other parts of Europe.!3
At the same time, though, while Hahn hinted at comparative points
between the United States and Germany, most of Degler’s essay dealt
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with the specific comparison between Lincoln and Bismarck focus-
ing on each man’s iron will and determination to fight large-scale,
costly, and technologically innovative wars for the sake of building
the American and German nations. This particular comparative theme
eventually gave origin to an important collection of essays focusing on
the American Civil War and the German wars for national unification,
entitled On the Road to Total War (1997).14

In addition to the aforementioned studies, the new scholarship on
world history and on global history, which has grown exponentially in
the last decade, has made a particularly important contribution to cre-
ating the necessary conditions for a comparative historical approach to
the American Civil War in relation to the nineteenth-century national-
ist movements in Europe.'® These studies not only have led scholars
to definitely disregard the idea that the United States had followed
a historical path completely different from that of other nations, but
also have shown the importance of placing American history, espe-
cially in regard to events such as the Civil War, once considered in iso-
lation, within the context of the socioeconomic and political changes
undergone throughout the world.!® This historiographical develop-
ment initially followed the pioneering work of Eric Hobsbawm in his
trilogy of books on the world history of the long nineteenth century:
The Age of Revolutions (1962), The Age of Capital (1975), and The
Age of Empires (1983).17 Most recently, the publication of seminal
studies such as, especially, C. A. Bayly’s The Birth of the Modern World
(2004) and Jurgen Osterhammel’s The Transformation of the World
(2014), has provided an indispensable framework for the undertak-
ing of comparative historical research focused on the nineteenth cen-
tury, placing particular emphasis on the importance of transnational
links and exchanges of ideas, goods, and people between different
regions and countries, and thus on the interconnections between dif-
ferent national histories.'® If, on the one hand, this new perspective
has made the work of the historian of the nineteenth century much
more complex, it has, on the other hand, shown new and fascinating
potentials for the study of this crucial period in world history.

In fact, in showing how “the American Civil War was . . . a global
event in the same sense as the Taiping Rebellion or the 1848 revo-
lutions, because direct connections of trade, government, and ide-
ology spread its effects across the globe,” C. A. Bayly has posed in
the clearest possible way a fundamental methodological question
to the scholars who intend to embark on a historical comparison
between nation-building in the United States and Europe in the nine-
teenth century.!® The question focuses on the correct approach to a
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comparative historical study of this type, and it is, put simply, whether
we should treat separately the case studies under investigation—i.e.,
the United States and other countries—or whether we should take
into account, in making this comparison, the numerous contacts that
those regions had with one another throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury. In this respect, it is worth pointing out that the few scholars
who have written sustained comparative monographs of the types
already described by Marc Bloch in the 1920s, and then updated in a
seminal methodological 1980 article by Theda Skocpol and Margaret
Somers, have generally agreed with Peter Kolchin on the fact that
“rigorous” comparative history is only the approach that, through
sustained comparison, gives equal importance to the different and dis-
tinct case studies with the specific objective of discovering the reasons
for the similarities and differences between them.?°

However, it is also important to notice that as a result of its specific
methodology based on the comparison of two or more case studies,
usually relating to different national historiographical traditions, com-
parative history is, effectively, a cross-national historical approach, as
George Fredrickson has remarked, and thus it has more in common
than usually accounted for with the historical methodologies that
have characterized the “transnational turn” in the historiography of
both the United States and Europe in the past twenty-five years, and
specifically with histoire croisée and transfergeschichte >’ While histoire
croisée, or “entangled history,” focuses on cultural and social relations
between nations in the modern period, especially neighboring ones
such as France and Germany, according to its main advocates Bene-
dicte Zimmermann and Michael Werner, transfergeschichte, or “trans-
fer history,” investigates the “transfer” of ideas and cultural practices
observed in intellectual, technological, and other type of exchanges,
from country to country at different times.?? After a long debate that
has seen advocates of transnational history and advocates of compara-
tive history criticize each other over the pitfalls of the two methods and
their supposed incompatibility, several scholars would now agree that
it is indeed possible, and in certain cases even highly advisable, to inte-
grate the comparative historical approach with transnational histori-
cal approaches such as bistoire croisée and transfergeschichte in specific
types of research. 23 And, in truth, despite the differences between the
two types of approaches, if one analyzes in depth their methodology
and the particular ways in which historians use it, one can certainly
agree with Heinz-Gerhard Haupt’s and Jurgen Kocka’s conclusion
that “as is the case with histoire croisée, transfer history does not fun-
damentally contradict the principles of historical comparison.”?# In an



INTRODUCTION 7

important article published in 2003, Kocka argued that, in response
to the growing challenge represented by the “new” world history and
global history—both, effectively, transnational historical approaches
on a planetary scale—comparative historians must be able to combine
transnational and comparative historical methodologies.?® In par-
ticular, Kocka had noted that comparative historical studies, already
transnational in themselves, can only be enriched in their analysis of
similarities and differences by the treatment of specific historical junc-
tures effectively caused by the exchange of ideas, the movement of
people, and, in general, the relations between nations and regions.?®

This is especially true in regard to the comparative study of nation-
building in the United States and Europe at the time of the American
Civil War and the Italian Risorgimento, given the continuous exchange
of people, ideas, and goods that occurred between the two parts of
the Euro-American world on the opposite sides of the Atlantic Ocean,
and the continuous relations between the United States and other
European nations throughout the long nineteenth century (1780-
1914). Even though they have not yet studied these exchanges and
relations in a systematic manner, American and European historians,
including Italian-American and Italian scholars, have long recognized
the importance of these investigations, leading to the publication of
several studies that nowadays would be called “transnational,” given
their focus on the discovery of previously little-known links between,
on the one hand, some of the most important Italian and European
liberal, democratic, and revolutionary activists, politicians and groups,
and, on the other hand, prominent figures and contemporaneous
developments in the Early American Republic and the Civil War
United States.?” This scholarship, together with the latest compara-
tive and transnational research, forms an indispensable and extremely
useful foundation for a study of nation-building that focuses on the
United States in the Civil War era and Italy during the Risorgimento
era, and its insights are still invaluable in many respects.?8

Following both the old and recent scholarship represented by these
studies with a wider research focus, in linking the United States with
Italy in the central decades of the nineteenth century, specifically in
relation to the phenomenon of nation-building, it is important to
notice that, effectively, the reunification of the American Republic
after the Civil War was an event that caused the geopolitical restruc-
turing of the entire North American continent in 1861-65. Similar,
in this sense, was the geopolitical restructuring of the central part of
the European continent that occurred as a result of the Italian and
German national unifications in 1861-71. Interestingly, both old and
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new studies looking for transnational links between the two conti-
nents have clarified that the most prominent politicians in Europe
and America had a perception of these events that we could rightly
call “transcontinental,” since they were aware not only of develop-
ments on both sides of the Atlantic, but also of the repercussions
that those events had in the specific region of the Euro-American
world where they resided.?? In this respect, equally important to the
geopolitical dimension is the fact that the restructuring of the North
American continent under Lincoln with the American Civil War led to
the creation of a continental nation-state—the post—Civil War United
States—based on republican principles that had a great deal in com-
mon with the ones that characterized the formation of one of the
two new large nation-states in the European continent—the Italian
constitutional monarchy under Cavour; therefore, this renders the
comparison between nation-building in the United States and Italy
in the “age of Lincoln and Cavour” particularly significant. Tellingly,
this significance is corroborated by the fact that Italian, European, and
American nineteenth-century politicians and activists on both sides
of the Atlantic correctly recognized the completion of the process of
formation of the American nation with the victory of Lincoln’s anti-
slavery Union in the Civil War as an episode of paramount importance
in the advance of the principles of nineteenth-century European lib-
eral nationalism as they were expressed particularly through the recent
creation of the constitutional Italian Kingdom in the Risorgimento.3°

It is also important to acknowledge that the process of nation-
building that took place in the age of Lincoln and Cavour in the
United States and Italy was characterized by the existence of compet-
ing national projects, or different ideas about the future shape of the
American and Italian nations. While in the United States different
attitudes toward the place of slavery in the American nation—ranging
from radical Abolitionism to the ideology of Lincoln’s Republican
Party—and long-standing differences on the more or less centralized
nature of the U.S. federal institutions ultimately led to the American
Civil War, in Italy different ideas on the forms of the future Italian
national government—ranging from democratic republicanism to
the ideology of Cavour’s Moderate Liberals—and long-standing dif-
ferences in regional political traditions ultimately caused the post-
unification crisis culminating in a long and costly civil war in southern
Italy, the so-called Great Brigandage, contemporaneous to the Ameri-
can Civil War.3! In this respect, the existence of competing national
projects in the process of nation-building was by no means a unique
feature of the history of the nineteenth-century United States and
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Italy, but rather it was a familiar story in the contemporaneous pro-
cesses of nation-building of several other countries, whether nation-
building was ultimately successful or not, and also whether there were
similar or different characteristics determining the origins of compet-
ing nationalisms. Among those countries, particularly worthy of a
brief comparative investigation is Ireland.

Nineteenth-century Ireland is a particularly eloquent case in point
with regard to competing nationalisms and projects of nation-building,
as a result of its long-term historical and social fractures and divisions
dating to the Tudors and subsequent waves of English conquest and
establishment of an English Protestant elite ruling over a largely Cath-
olic population and holding the political power and the majority of
the land. As a result of these historical circumstances, the first notable
expressions of Irish nationalism in modern times occurred as a result
of, first, Protestant attempts at gaining parliamentary independence
from Britain, with Henry Grattan’s 1782 achievement of legislative
autonomy, and then of Protestant Wolfe Tone and the United Irish-
men’s 1798 revolutionary attempt to create an Irish Republic—both
movements heavily influenced by contemporaneous developments in
revolutionary America and France.3? After the 1801 Act of Union,
which abolished the Irish Parliament, two competing types of Irish
nationalism, inheritors of the ecighteenth-century movements and
often related to the different concepts of “moral force” versus “physi-
cal force,” confronted each other by ultimately contemplating dif-
ferent projects of nation-building. The former type was essentially
constitutional and sought through peaceful agitation and pressure on
the British Parliament to achieve ultimately Home Rule for Ireland,
while the latter type was revolutionary, often secret in its tactics, and
sought ultimately to achieve Irish independence from Britain through
violent means.33

It is important to notice that these ideological traditions in the
national projects overlapped and cut across social and religious dif-
ferences. Thus, with Daniel O’Connell’s 1843 movement for Repeal
of the 1801 Act of Union, a distinctive Catholic type of Irish con-
stitutional nationalism came to the fore for the first time, since, in
D. George Boyce’s words, “O’Connell could rest content in the knowl-
edge that the Catholics were the majority, and were therefore the Irish
nation.”3* Conversely, the Young Ireland movement of 184248 was
both revolutionary and declaredly nonsectarian, since, even though
stemming from O’Connell’s Repeal movement, the Young Ireland-
ers ultimately rejected it and instead, “espoused a form of inclusive
nationalism which could transcend religious differences” and which
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aimed at Irish political independence.3> This was also the goal of the
Fenians of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB), founded in 1858,
whose aim was the creation of an independent Irish republic and whose
leaders claimed to be nonsectarian.3¢ Interestingly, while O’Connell’s
Repeal movement had a great resonance among American abolition-
ists, who, following radical agitator William Lloyd Garrison, from the
1840s rejected the union with the slaveholders sanctioned by the U.S.
Constitution, the Fenian project of creating an Irish republic separate
from Britain had certainly something in common with the secessionist
impulse in the Confederate South during the American Civil War, and
also, to a certain extent, with the post-unification attempts to restore
the Bourbon Kingdom in southern Italy at the expense of the unity of
the Italian nation.3” More generally, this brief overview of the different
varieties of nationalism and national projects in nineteenth-century Ire-
land, and of the importance of the different religious and social constit-
uencies related to them, is a revealing example of how nation-building
in another part of the Euro-American world was a matter of contention
between competing ideologies in comparable ways to the situation in
the United States and Italy in the age of Lincoln and Cavour.38

Together with the existence of competing nationalisms, an impor-
tant feature of nineteenth-century nation-building in the United
States and Italy was the violence associated with the process of incor-
poration of the southern regions within the two nation-states. In fact,
even though vastly different in terms of scale and degree, the Ameri-
can Civil War and the Great Brigandage were comparable examples
of large military operations, which, through violent processes, led
to the eventual defeat of resistance to the formation of the Ameri-
can and Italian nation-states in the Confederate South and southern
Italy. Even though these processes were not wars of colonial con-
quest brought upon indigenous populations of faraway lands, both
the American Civil War and the Great Brigandage shared some simi-
larities with contemporary colonial wars in terms of interpretations of
the ideological battles and characterization of the “enemies” and, at
times, also the brutality of policies directed toward the latter—Dboth
features that characterized in much higher degree the processes of
conquest and treatment of the indigenous populations of Africa and
Asia by different European powers.?? In this perspective, it is worth
examining briefly the case of the French process of colonization of
nineteenth-century Algeria as a particularly illuminating example of
violent extension of a European nation-state through warfare, sup-
pression of regional indigenous resistance, defeat, and final incorpora-
tion, in a non-Euro-American context.
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In 1830, France invaded Algeria, which was then ruled by a non-
indigenous Turkish Ottoman elite, based in the coastal cities and in
ongoing conflict with the indigenous farmers living in the hills and
mountains of the interior countryside—both groups of strict Muslim
faith—with the excuse of defeating the Mediterranean piracy fomented
by Algerian corsairs, but with a view to establishing a crucial colonial
foothold in North Africa.*? In only two years, the French defeated
the Ottomans and conquered the two main coastal cities of Algiers
and Oran by 1832. Yet it was at this point that Muslim indigenous
leader Abd al-Kadir rose to the fore, prefiguring an Algerian national
movement as he “rallied the people round a religious cause, appealed
to their patriotic sentiments and led a resistance movement against the
French between 1832 and 1847.7#! By calling the people to partici-
pate to a holy war against the French and, above all, by implementing
guerrilla tactics—following a widespread pattern of regional resistance
to outside invaders that we can observe also in the American Civil War
and in the Great Brigandage—Abd al-Kadir succeeded in defeating
the French in 1835 and was able to keep Algeria free until 1837.42

Yet, the subsequent French response was brutal, especially from
1841, when General Bugeaud began a scorched-earth policy with
which he brought upon Abd al-Kadir and his large number of rebels
the full might of the French army, hitting the civilians particularly
hard and leading to thousands of dead in the process. Much outrage
was expressed by some quarters within the public opinion.*3 In 1843,
Abd al-Kadir was forced to flee to Morocco, where he continued to
lead the guerrilla attacks against the French until he surrendered in
1847, the last embers of Algerian resistance were eventually crushed
in 1857.#* Thus, with a long and costly war of conquest, the French
succeeded in defeating incipient Algerian nationalism and in incorpo-
rating Algeria within the French nation-state, initially considering it
as an integrant part of France, even with a right to representation in
the French Parliament for the European settlers. This changed when
Napoleon III abrogated that right, although Algerians were permit-
ted to participate in the French army and the colonial administra-
tion. Yet, in practical terms, Algeria continued to be ruled by a small
elite of nonindigenous French people, and Napoleon III’s vision—
which focused on the creation of an autonomous “Arab Kingdom”
that would fuse French and Algerians together—caused resentment
among the indigenous Algerian people, who welcomed his fall after
his defeat in the Franco-German War of 1870-71.4°

The briefly outlined examples of Ireland and Algeria presented
here show that it would be possible to construct several comparative
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studies between the processes of nation-building that occurred in dif-
ferent regions of the world during the nineteenth century, particularly
if one focused on either the existence of competing ideas of nation-
alism and individuals and groups associated to them, or on the vio-
lence associated with the process of incorporation of regions into the
nation-state through large-scale warfare. In this respect, the specific
comparison between the United States and Italy in the age of Lincoln
and Cavour in this book appears as only one of a number of pos-
sible comparisons of this type, and yet one that, even though little
practiced, would yield particularly significant insights, as recent histo-
riographical developments have hinted at. Thus, partly as a response
to the recent calls for more comparative studies on the United States
in the Civil War era and on Italy in the Risorgimento era, given their
importance in the development of modern American and European
nationalism, this book argues the case for a comparative study of the
age of Lincoln and Cavour with the intention of secking to better
understand the process of nation-building specifically in nineteenth-
century America and Italy.

Remarkably, the process of nation-building in the United States
and Italy occurred in parallel during broadly similar time frameworks,
beginning in the first half of the nineteenth century and culminating
in the 1860s with two conflicts, though on different scales: the Ameri-
can Civil War and Italian national unification and its immediate after-
math. Despite the enormous complexity and multiplicity of factors
involved in the two processes of nation-building, there is no doubt
that, in striking parallel terms, the two key historical figures who were
particularly instrumental in defining and leaving their blueprints on
the two nations that managed to survive the two parallel ordeals of
civil war and national unification were Abraham Lincoln and Camillo
Cavour. For this reason, it is appropriate to speak of an age of Lincoln
and Cavour, taking inspiration both from Orville Vernon Burton’s
suggestions in his seminal synthetic work The Age of Lincoln (2009)
on the United States and Lincoln in the Civil War era, and also from
Rosario Romeo’s intuitions in his monumental biographical study
Cavour ¢ il suo tempo [ Cavour and his Times, 1969-84] on the Pied-
montese statesman in the context of Risorgimento Italy.*0

Significantly, older studies—particularly those by Howard Marraro
and Giorgio Spini—had already established the existence of a plethora
of actual connections between the U.S. Civil War and Risorgimento
Italy by looking, through a transnational approach, at the many links
between different activists and political groups in the two coun-
tries, thereby laying the foundation for future comparative historical
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work on the age of Lincoln and Cavour.*” Effectively, these studies
showed how, during the period from 1848 to 1860, Italian activists
who belonged to different political currents—as happened with activ-
ists and revolutionaries who belonged to other oppressed European
nationalities—not only established themselves in the United States,
but also participated in the American political debate. In turn, also as a
result of this phenomenon of political migration, the American public
opinion showed a great deal of interest in the Italian Risorgimento and
in the different political programs for Italian national unification—
as shown in studies such as Paola Gemme’s Domesticating Foreign
Strugyles (2005) and Daniele Fiorentino’s G/z Stati Uniti ¢ il Risoryi-
mento d’Italin (2013 )—which American politicians of different par-
ties interpreted with reference to their own situation.*® It is certainly
true that, in general, the admiration for Mazzini’s republican ideology
and Garibaldi’s military exploits was widespread in the United States.
Yet, it is also true that American abolitionists were closer ideologically
to the Italian Democrats while the U.S. Republican Party was closer
to Italy’s Moderate Liberals, including in terms of direct support.*®
The fact that the U.S. Republican Party was closer to Italy’s Mod-
erate Liberals, in particular, invites us to reflect upon the parallels
between the ideological positions of these two political movements,
and especially of their two leaders—Lincoln and Cavour—during the
Civil War and Risorgimento eras. In his 1965 pioneering essay, Glauco
Licata attempted for the first time a comparative historical analysis,
with some transnational elements, of the crucial roles of Lincoln and
Cavour in the American Civil War and the Italian Risorgimento.>° A
year later, in his history of the American Civil War, Raimondo Luraghi
clarified further the grounds for a comparative study between the two
men and their times, calling Lincoln “the Cavour of the . . . American
Risorgimento” and arguing that, “as for Cavour the process of Italian
national unification was to lead to . . . a liberal and parliamentary
Italian nation, similarly for Lincoln the ‘great republic’ was to be
essentially founded upon a further development of its democratic ele-
ments.”®! A few years later, in a seminal 1969 essay on Lincoln and
the Italian Riésorgimento, Enzo Tagliacozzo wrote that Lincoln, “from
the start was a moderate, and for certain aspects a conservative, and
this may qualify him as closer to Cavour than Mazzini, also as a result
of his staunch faith in political and civil liberties and in the institutions
of parliamentary representation.”®? Despite the importance of these
suggestions, though, no historian has actually embarked on a com-
parative study of Lincoln and Cavour and their times. And yet, now,
also as a result of the flourishing of new scholarship in relation to the
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200th anniversaries of Lincoln’s and Cavour’s births—in 2009 and
2010—and the 150th anniversary of the start of the American Civil
War and of Ttalian national unification in 2011, it is possible to under-
stand at a deeper level and with much more detail the real significance
of'a comparative historical study of the two men, as already hinted at
by Licata and Luraghi, within the contexts of their times. Therefore,
it is also possible to analyze in comparative perspective and in more
nuanced ways the similarities and differences between the processes of
nation-building that the United States and Italy experienced during
the age of Lincoln and Cavour.®3

This comparison is particularly significant at a time when the his-
toriographies of both the U.S. Civil War era and the Italian Risor-
Jgimento are in the midst of a renewal through a period of intense
scholarly debate on the significance of the different themes and facets
of the processes of nation-building in the two countries in the course
of the nineteenth century. In particular, in the United States, also as
a result of the influence of comparative and transnational historical
methods and approaches, the “New History of the Civil War Era”
has looked at themes and issues that reflect the current interests of
many scholars for a correct historical understanding of the varieties of
nineteenth-century American nationalism. Thus, on one hand, U.S.
Civil War historians have investigated the particular type of Repub-
lican and antislavery nationalism that characterized the North in the
“age of Lincoln” and the Union government.>* On the other hand,
they have focused on understanding the different layers and the con-
flicting ideas and projects that constituted or else opposed Confeder-
ate nationalism in the South.?® In doing this, U.S. Civil War historians
have complicated a great deal the familiar narrative of the reasons for
the success of nationalism in the Union and failure of nationalism in
the Confederacy, adding texture to it, especially with their sustained
investigative focus on the attempts at creating competing national
cultures through the implementation of images, symbols, and the use
of rhetoric and politics, following important nuances derived from
cultural studies.>®

This is a particularly important point in a comparative perspective
that looks at the developments of the most recent historiographies of
the U.S. Civil War era and of Risorgimento Italy in parallel fashion. In
fact, comparably to American historians, Italian historians have looked
at the nineteenth-century process of nation-building with fresh eyes
in recent years and have questioned previous assumptions, stimulat-
ing a debate on the character of nineteenth-century Italian national-
ism that bears some resemblance to historiographical developments in
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the United States. Thus, in similar fashion to the new history of the
U.S. Civil War era, the new history of the Risorgimento, spearheaded
by Alberto Banti’s studies, has also emphasized the importance of
symbols, images, and rhetoric—together with literature, music, and
art—in the creation of a shared national culture.’” Unlike what has
happened in U.S. historiography, though, this approach has led to a
historiographical emphasis on the study of the creation of this shared
national culture as a promoter of strong feelings and emotions among
large numbers of patriots at the expense of the importance of the
study of politics. This neglect, in turn, has led to an ongoing debate
and has caused much criticism by historians of the Risorgimento who
have maintained their focus on political history, though with nuances
coming from cultural studies—as several historians of the U.S. Civil
War era have also done.>® Equally important is the fact that, in both
American and Italian historiographies, the reevaluation of the political
process of nineteenth-century nation-building through an emphasis
on cultural aspects has led historians to acknowledge and study with
renewed interest the presence of conflicting nationalist ideas and con-
flicting projects for the future of the nation®*—an aspect that would
easily lend itself to comparative studies of the United States and Italy
in the age of Lincoln and Cavour with other nineteenth-century
nations in formation.

Thus, the recognition of an age of Lincoln and Cavour as a ground
for comparative analysis of the two historical figures as well as the
multiple regional, national, and international contexts—American,
Italian, and, primarily, Euro-American—in which they operated has
been, effectively, the starting point for the writing of this study of the
parallel processes of nation-building in the United States and Italy in
the middle decades of the nineteenth century, a study with which I
have sought to offer a widened perspective on the American Civil War
and the Italian Risorgimento maintaining a firm focus on the com-
parative dimension, but at the same time looking for important, and
sometimes neglected, transnational links. In suggesting themes for a
comparative analysis of the age of Lincoln and Cavour, I have devoted
the longer central section of the book to the actual comparative study
of Lincoln and Cavour. In the first section I have focused on the
American abolitionists, Lincoln’s radical competitors in the project of
creation of an antislavery American republic, in comparison with the
Italian Democrats, Cavour’s equally radical competitors in the project
of creation of an Italian free and unified nation. I have devoted the
last section of the book to the actual wars for national unification in
the United States and Italy—(i.e., the American Civil War and Italy’s
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Great Brigandage, both fought in 1861-65), since we can interpret
them as supreme tests for Lincoln’s and Cavour’s ideas on national
unity, even though in the latter case the test was on Cavour’s legacy,
given the Italian statesman’s untimely death in June 1861.

In short, the three comparative themes I have looked at specifi-
cally in the age of Lincoln and Cavour are: (1) American Abolition-
ism and Italian Democratic Nationalism; (2) Lincoln’s and Cavour’s
own ideologies and accomplishments; and (3) nation-building and
civil war in the 1860s United States and Italy with specific reference to
the two southern regions. Even though different, these three themes
represent three equally important aspects in an integrated analysis that
focuses on comparative elements in the processes of nation-building
in Civil War America and Risorgimento Italy while also keeping in
mind the importance of transnational links and connections between
the two countries at this time. In most of the chapters I have clearly
privileged the comparative element in the analysis, looking specifically
for the presence of similarities and differences between aspects of the
three themes under consideration and viewing their significance in the
contexts of the processes of American and Italian nation-building in
the middle decades of the nineteenth century. My overall objective has
been to understand whether the clear parallels that can be observed
in the study of the two contexts, specifically in relation to American
Abolitionists and Italian Democrats, Lincoln’s and Cavour’s ideas, and
the Confederate South’s and Southern Italy’s inner civil wars, were
more than simply coincidences, or were, instead, the results of the
existence of comparable factors, and, in lesser measure, of ideological
influences—even though operating in largely different milieus—in the
two parallel processes of nation-building that characterized the mid-
nineteenth-century United States and Italy as part of a wider world
with a particularly historiographically important Euro-American
dimension.®?

In Chapters 2 and 5 I have explicitly adopted an integrated compar-
ative-transnational historical approach, following the suggestions of
historians such as, especially, Deborah Cohen and Maura O’Connor,
and Jurgen Kocka.®! At the same time, despite the possibility of, and
usefulness deriving from, integrating the two approaches, I remain
convinced that, as Peter Kolchin has argued, “transnational and com-
parative history . . . are fundamentally different methodologically and
serve different but overlapping goals,” and consequently “transna-
tional history and comparative history coexist in uneasy tension.”%?
Comparative historians have correctly agreed that the “transnational
turn” in historiography has taught us the importance of investigating
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the movements of ideas across borders and the influence, direct or
indirect, that these ideas have had across nations and states for the
course of historical events in different countries. 1 believe that by
keeping these important concepts in mind and looking for direct or
indirect contacts, especially between national ideological milieus, it is
possible to enhance and integrate the comparative historical analysis
of the process of nation-building in Civil War America and Risorgi-
mento Italy in the age of Lincoln and Cavour. I hope that the com-
bined comparative-transnational perspective I have adopted in the
two chapters mentioned has contributed to demonstrate this.%3

The book is organized in the following manner. The three sections
in which it is divided correspond to the three broad themes, among
the many possible themes that could be investigated in the age of
Lincoln and Cavour, on which I have focused my comparative analy-
sis; each section includes two chapters.

Section I is on American Abolitionism and Italian democratic
nationalism. Chapter 1 compares the relation of American Abolition-
ists with the south of the United States and of Italian democratic
nationalists with the south of Italy and argues that activists in the two
radical movements were instrumental in creating wrong perceptions
of the two regions. Chapter 2 deals with a specific study of American
abolitionist John Brown and Italian democrat and socialist Carlo
Pisacane and focuses both on comparative points and transnational
links between the two radicals’ circles, as demonstrated especially by
the common awareness of nineteenth-century ideologies of guerrilla
warfare and revolution.

Section II is a specific comparison of Lincoln and Cavour and is
the heart of the study. Chapter 3 looks at Lincoln’s and Cavour’s early
lives and careers, arguing that both men believed essentially in eco-
nomic development as a fundamental factor in national progress, as
demonstrated especially by their comparable interest in railroad build-
ing. Chapter 4 looks at Lincoln’s and Cavour’s later years and focuses
on their political ideologies and actions as agents of American and
ITtalian national unification and as comparable examples of a world-
view I have termed “progressive nationalism,” which emerges clearly
from their commitment to civil and constitutional liberties, tinged in
both cases by certain elements of moderate conservatism.

Section III is about the American Civil War and the aftermath of
ITtalian national unification, particularly with regard to southern Italy
at the time of the 1861-65 civil war known as the Great Brigandage.
Chapter 5 looks at the perception of Confederate secession and of the
start of the American Civil War in early post-unification Italy, when
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the threat of a secession of the southern Italian provinces was a real
possibility, and at both American and Italian politicians’ perceptions
of the situation in the two countries, also as a result of transnational
contacts. Chapter 6 compares the inner civil wars of 1861-65 and
their different features and phases in the Confederate South and in
southern Italy, where, effectively, comparable struggles over the defi-
nition of nationhood combined and overlapped with parallel social
revolutions that saw the agrarian masses as protagonists. Finally, the
Conclusion explains briefly how the in-depth comparative study of
the three themes under scrutiny in the present book, together with
the awareness of the importance of crucial transnational links and
influences, can help us understand better the wider contexts of the age
of Lincoln and Cavour and of the phenomenon of nation-building in
the mid nineteenth-century United States and Italy.



PARrRT I

NINETEENTH-CENTURY AMERICAN
ABOLITIONISM AND ITALIAN
DEMOCRATIC NATIONALISM



CHAPTER 1

~ ISR

RADICALISM AND NATIONALISM:
NORTHERN “LIBERATORS” AND
SOUTHERN LABORERS IN THE UNITED
STATES AND ITALY, 1830-1860

The Liberals of Italy . . . ave to & man, philanthropists, or “friends
of humanity” by profession. Accordingly, we find that they arve
[fanatical Negrophiles, abolitionists . . . They tell us boldly that they
intend to act, that it is their duty, in virtue of the “solidarity of the
people,” to make all men free . . . Italian Liberals and American
abolitionists form but one army, fighting under the same banner in
the swme canse.!

This excerpt is taken from an article titled “Prospects of Italy—
Italian Liberalism,” published in the 1858 issue of one of the fore-
most literary reviews in late antebellum America: Russell’s Magazine.
From the appearance of its first issue, in 1857, Russell’s Magazine
quickly established itself as a periodical that—in the words of edi-
tor Paul Hamilton Hayne—represented “the opinions, doctrines, and
arguments of the educated minds of the South.”? At the same time,
the magazine’s contributors, who also included celebrated planter
and poet William Grayson, were wholeheartedly committed to the
support and defense of U.S. Southern institutions, especially slavery.
Therefore, the author of the excerpt captured the opinion of a consid-
erable part of the Southern slaveholding elite by making an interesting
connection between American abolitionists and Italian Liberals—a
generic term that described the political activists who worked toward
the goals of “freeing” Italians from foreign rule and creating an Italian
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nation. As it happens, those activists generically qualified as “Italian
Liberals” in the United States and in other countries included a
more conservative group, the Moderate Liberals, and a more radical
group, the Democrats. Even though the two groups shared the same
hatred for slavery and a general affinity for the freedom of people and
nations, Italian Democrats were the closest to American abolitionists,
since many of them were indeed committed to the immediate emanci-
pation of U.S. Southern slaves, and thus these two groups formed, in
that respect, “one army, fighting under the same banner, for the same
cause,” as the author of Russell’s Magazine so eloquently argued.3
Studies undertaken initially by Joseph Rossi, Howard Marraro,
Giorgio Spini, and more recently by Don Doyle, Roland Sarti, Paola
Gemme, Timothy Roberts, and Caleb McDaniel, among others, have
shown that there were many connections between American abolition-
ists and Italian Democrats.* In particular, it is well known that Giuseppe
Mazzini was very popular in American antislavery circles, both because
of his “conviction in favor of the holy cause of abolitionism,” in his
own words, and also because of his personal acquaintance with promi-
nent American abolitionist William Lloyd Garrison and other impor-
tant antislavery agitators.” In fact, over the course of his life, Mazzini
met Garrison twice, in London, in 1846 and in 1867, and the two
formed a friendship that led to occasional long-distance collaboration
supported by shared ideas about the need to end both slavery and
national oppression. However, in the wider context, Mazzini was only
the most illustrious of a large number of Italian political refugees who
helped to shape the positive attitude of the American public opinion
in the Civil War era toward the Italian movement for national unifica-
tion.® Matteo Sanfilippo has argued that Italian refugees who taught in
the United States and Canada in the first half of the nineteenth century
were particularly instrumental in forming a pro-Italian, and thus anti-
Bourbon and anti-Austrian, opinion among upper-class North Ameri-
can students who were to become civil servants and diplomats.”
While mentioning some important transnational connections, this
chapter mainly explores the possibility of comparing the American
antislavery movement and the Italian movement for national unifica-
tion between 1830 and 1860, maintaining a focus on American aboli-
tionists and Italian Democrats, and with specific reference to the U.S.
South and southern Italy. In this respect, we can take the similarities
noted in the 1858 article in Russell’s Magazine between American
abolitionism and the “Liberal” drive to make Italy an independent
nation—two related struggles united by the general commitment to
the causes of freedom and humanity—as the starting point of our
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comparison. In general, the most idealist advocates of American anti-
slavery in the United States in the Civil War era and of the move-
ment for Italian unification during the Risorgimento strove to achieve
freedom in different national contexts and under different circum-
stances.® This was particularly true of American abolitionists and Ital-
ian Democrats. The fact that contemporaries perceived these struggles
as “one single cause, not only in principle, but in the means of success”
is remarkable and invites us to reflect upon the meaning of catego-
ries such as liberty and oppression in nineteenth-century Europe and
America, and specifically on the many points of contact between the
concepts of freedom from slavery and national self-determination.’
In general terms, antislavery and nationalist ideologies were linked
by a strong belief in progress. David Brion Davis, Seymour Drescher,
and Robin Blackburn have shown that at the end of the cighteenth
century slavery had started to be considered retrogressive, and con-
sequently emancipation became a symbol of progress.'? Nineteenth-
century abolitionism, therefore, was a progressive movement, and its
advocates held the belief that slavery was an injustice against which
each person of conscience had to fight. Conversely, nationalism had
started to be linked to the idea of progress when the idea of modern
nation spread in Europe at the end of the cighteenth century, as a
consequence of the American and French revolutions. Nineteenth-
century nationalists believed that the fight for the recognition of
oppressed nationalities set humankind on an increasingly progressive
path.!! According to David Richards, nineteenth-century Americans
actively supported the Italian national struggle at the heart of the Ris-
orgimento, because “during the nineteenth century [they] took an
understandable interest in the developing forms of liberal nationalism
in Europe from the perspective of the legitimate aims of revolution-
ary constitutionalism that had justified their own revolution and the
resulting constitutional developments.”!?> However, as both David
Brion Davis and Caleb McDaniel have pointed out, the efforts of
American radicals, especially the abolitionists, to support the struggles
of oppressed nationalities such as the Italian one in homage to the
progressive principles of republicanism was seriously damaged by the
presence of the retrogressive institution of slavery within the borders
of their own American republic.!® To be sure, the nineteenth-century
idea of progress also had clear connections to the rise of Romanti-
cism, whose language of “natural rights”—originally an idea spread
by the Enlightenment—appealed to both abolitionist and nationalist
rhetorics.'* Individual freedom was a central concept in Romanticism,
and it was its denial, either in the form of slavery or in the form of
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oppression of patriotism, that was rejected with horror as highly ret-
rogressive and immoral. The liberation of slaves from bondage and
the liberation of patriots from oppression, therefore, clearly had some
points in common that Romantic intellectuals were keen to stress.!®

An excerpt from a famous letter that Mazzini wrote to Rev.
Dr. Beard, Chairman of the Antislavery Committee in England, in
1854, brilliantly illustrates all these links, and specifically the relation-
ship between the struggle against both slavery and national oppres-
sion and the Romantic notion of freedom:

Blessed be your efforts, if they start from this high ground of a com-
mon faith; if you do not forget, whilst at work for the emancipation
of the black race, the millions of white slaves, suffering, struggling,
expiring in Italy, in Poland, in Hungary, throughout all Europe; if you
always remember that free men only can achieve the work of freedom,
and that Europe’s appeal for the abolition of slavery in other lands will
not weigh all-powerful before God and men, whilst Europe herself shall
be desecrated by arbitrary, tyrannical powers, by czars, emperors, and
popes.1©

Progress and Romanticism were incompatible with slavery and oppres-
sion in any form, and for Romantic intellectuals such as Mazzini the
fight against these two evils constituted the “national question” of
those countries where either of them was present. There is no doubt
that the United States and Italy in the nineteenth century provide
the most dramatic examples of successful struggles against slavery and
against national oppression. However, what makes them comparable
cases is the fact that the way the two struggles were handled and the
way the two “national questions” were resolved contributed to a per-
manent difference between the northern and the southern parts of the
two countries.!”

In the case of the United States, since slavery was a Southern
institution, what was effectively perceived as a struggle of the forces
of progress against evil was organized in the Northern states and
involved a glorification “of northern society . . . by isolating slav-
ery as an unacceptable form of labor exploitation,” in the words of
Eric Foner.!® Northern reformers saw the presence of slavery in the
South as evidence of institutionalized tyranny as well as a threat to the
very foundations of republican life.!? In the case of Italy, oppression
of national feelings occurred throughout the peninsula, but progres-
sive intellectuals and revolutionary ideologues were primarily based in
the northern regions of Piedmont and Lombardy. These individuals
viewed the Bourbon Kingdom of the Two Sicilies in southern Italy,
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particularly after 1848, as the negation of the idea of progress because
of its perceived systematic denial of political rights and its oppressive
social system based on the exploitation of the peasantry.2? In the U.S.
South, African American slaves were exploited in a very straightfor-
ward way: they were stripped of their freedom, they were brutally
beaten and overworked on the plantations and farms, and they were
discriminated against on the ground of perceived racial difference. On
the other hand, in Italy, southern Italian peasants were free, but they
were mostly landless laborers or tenants on the large landed estates,
called latifondi, on which they were tied to the landowners by particu-
larly usurious contracts. Although their particular conditions differed
greatly, both American slaves and southern Italian peasants provided
progressive reformers with two powerful examples of exploitation of
agrarian laborers—an exploitation that American abolitionists and
Italian Democrats, in particular, considered as the most evident symp-
toms of the presence of unjust and tyrannical social systems in the
United States and Italy.?!

However, whereas American abolitionists placed the exploitation
of African American slaves in the U.S. South at the center of the
American national question, Italian Democrats viewed the exploita-
tion of southern Italian peasants as part of Italy’s national question
only because of the oppressive nature of the Bourbon Kingdom in
southern Italy. Still, in the minds of American abolitionists and Italian
Democrats, slaves and peasants became comparable symbols of the
repression perpetrated by retrogressive societies that stood in the way
of national progress. Therefore, the achievement of national progress
ought to pass through the emancipation of the slaves and the end
of the slave system in the United States and through the destruc-
tion of the Bourbon state and the improvement in the conditions of
the southern peasantry in Italy. Between 1830 and 1860, the U.S.
South and southern Italy became the objects of powerful attacks by
American abolitionists and Italian Democrats, through the influence
of public opinion and through direct action. The aim, in both cases,
was to overthrow a reactionary regime that denied individual freedom
to a considerable part of the population in one way or another. In
both cases, there were several plans made to achieve this aim through
an armed revolt by the masses of agrarian laborers. The “liberation”
that would have followed would have merged with the formation of
new republican nations that would have guaranteed basic rights and
some degree of social justice. Throughout this thirty-year period, in
both the United States and Italy, there grew a conviction that a change
in the oppressive regimes located in the two southern regions could
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only come from external forces located in the North. Long before the
Union Army arrived in the U.S. South and Giuseppe Garibaldi landed
in Sicily, southern agrarian laborers in the United States and Italy were
thought to expect “liberators” from the North to bring the change
they longed for.

UTOPIAN SOLUTIONS

American abolitionists and Italian Democrats shared a deep moral
commitment to the realization of their goals. Their best-known rep-
resentatives, epitomized by William Lloyd Garrison and Giuseppe
Mazzini, had made the resolution of the American and Italian national
questions—that is, the abolition of American slavery and the creation
of an Italian nation—their life causes, and were convinced that these
were first and foremost moral problems. This stood in stark contrast to
more materialistic approaches, which were more concerned with the
practicalities of the abolition of slavery in one case and of the creation
of an Italian nation in the other. Consequently, both American aboli-
tionism and Italian Democratic nationalism, especially the ideologies
of the two movements represented by Garrisonians and Mazzinians,
had a strong element of utopian reform, since both subordinated the
practical solutions of problems of social injustice to the overarching
aim of general regeneration of society. This, in turn, affected the rela-
tionship of Garrisonian abolitionists with slaves in the U.S. South and
of Mazzinian Democrats with the southern Italian peasants, since,
in both cases, utopian elements helped to create a view of southern
laborers that did not match the reality of either their social conditions
or their actual needs.??

In the United States, in 1831, Garrison had started a campaign for
immediate abolition through his own antislavery paper, The Libera-
tor. He based his moral crusade against slaveholding on the idea that
slavery not only contaminated the entire Southern society, but also
spread its deadly influence all the way to the North, making the whole
country profoundly unequal, and therefore un-American. This moral
judgment was, in large part, derived from the influence of prominent
Evangelical preachers attached to the major religious reform move-
ment of the Second Great Awakening, such as, especially, Charles G.
Finney, according to whom men had to repent for their sins in order
to obtain salvation; in this perspective, slavery was the greatest sin of
all.?3 Democracy, for Garrison, was based on personal recognition of
freedom and equality as the true laws of God. To him, the crusade
against slavery was a nonviolent battle to win the souls of Americans,



RADICALISM AND NATIONALISM 27

to persuade them to take personal responsibility for their actions, and
to recognize the sin of maintaining a republic that allowed the exis-
tence of unfree laborers. In Garrison’s view, the great abolitionist aim
ofimmediate emancipation of the slaves in the South was subordinated
to the conversion of ministers, editors, and the entire American public
opinion through “moral suasion.” The 1833 founding of the Ameri-
can Anti-Slavery Society, whose “Declaration of Sentiments” spoke of
“abolition of slavery by the power of repentance,” marked the high
tide of Garrisonian abolitionism and of its nonviolent approach to the
solution of the slavery issue.?*

Several influential American abolitionists thought the same way
as Garrison, and rather than becoming involved in violent action to
free the slaves, they tried to influence the American public opinion by
any nonviolent means, particularly propaganda. Wholly committed to
the strategy of “moral suasion,” the American Anti-Slavery Society
embarked upon an 1835 Great Postal Campaign, delivering hundreds
of thousands of copies of publications that included descriptive eye-
witness accounts of the effects of slavery accompanied by pamphlets
denouncing the horrors of slavery in a particularly graphic manner
and recurrent appeals to the conscience of Americans, particularly
Northerners. They also circulated thousands of petitions to Congress
to abolish slavery until the 1836 Gag Rule put a stop to all parlia-
mentary debates on antislavery issues.?> Abolitionist pamphlets and
speeches explained that slavery was evil because it reduced laborers
to things, deprived them of free will, and exposed them to acts of
brutal violence. However, as Don Doyle has pointed out, the aboli-
tionist campaign did not draw “so much on the audience’s sympathy
for the slave as it did on condemnation of slaveownership as a sin.”2¢
In this respect, the abolitionist crusade envisioned by Garrison and
the Garrisonians was a highly utopian enterprise. To them, winning
the battle for “moral suasion” would have automatically guaranteed
both freedom and equality to African American slaves. The resolution
of the American national question was left to the good conscience
of Northerners. In fact, as Ronald Walters has shown, abolitionists
sought to redeem the nation by spreading southward Northern ideas
of morality; significantly, this type of “cultural imperialism” tended to
present Northerners as the opposite of Southerners, in that they were
“hard-working, educated, prosperous, freedom-loving” individuals.?”

At the same time, in the abolitionist pamphlets, slaves were pre-
sented as helpless victims of Southern brutality who were patiently
waiting for a rescue that the Northerners’ influence on the American
public opinion was to bring about. Thus, the actual goal of the
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liberation of the slaves could and would only be achieved when North-
ern pressure on the U.S. federal government through “moral suasion”
was enough to force Southerners to renounce slaveholding. Even
though some did not rule out completely the possibility of spontane-
ous slave revolt, most Garrisonian abolitionists were staunch pacifists,
as was Garrison himself, and this led them to embrace the doctrine
of “non-resistance,” or the absolute refusal of “any act of violence or
coercion, even in self-defense,” from the late 1830s onwards.?® Yet,
when applied to the African American slaves in the U.S. South, this
doctrine effectively ruled out the possibility of revolts, and thus it
helped construct an image of the slaves as not being capable of look-
ing after themselves, and therefore in need of help from the North
for their own liberation. Although engaging heart and soul toward
the goal of establishment of racial equality in the United States—to
which they contributed in a major way—in committing their lives to
bring about the end of enslavement of African Americans, Garrisonian
abolitionists could not help but think that they were destined to fight
for the liberation of what they ultimately considered an unfortunate
and unhappy race.?’

The idea, inspired by abolitionists, that slaves were gentle and patient
in the midst of oppression, unlike “vengeful and liberty-loving” Anglo-
Saxons, was a powerful engine of racial prejudice. It is true that slave
revolts in the antebellum U.S. South were surprisingly few; almost all
of them—except for the 1811 Louisiana uprising and Nat Turner’s
rebellion in 1831—had been discovered and repressed before any
action could take place. Why, people asked, did the slaves not revolt as
any white man would do? Abolitionists invariably answered this ques-
tion by invoking Christian virtues, asserting, with Amos Phelps, that
“the Negro’s heart, despite the maddening influence of oppression, is
too kind, too full of tenderness and love . . . the white man seeks ven-
geance, but not he.”3% This attitude has been called by George Fred-
rickson “Romantic Racialism,” and was best represented by William
Ellery Channing, who wrote in 1835 that “we are holding in bond-
age one of the best races of the human family. The negro is among
the mildest and gentlest of men.”3! Since slaves belonged to a “gentle
race,” they could not rise up against their oppressors. This logic not
only justified ecarly forms of Northern racial discrimination against
Southern blacks, but also it was instrumental in constructing an endur-
ing image of African American slaves as being dependent on the help
of Northerners to be able to break free from oppression.

In 1831, the same year in which Garrison began publishing The
Liberator, Mazzini was in exile in Marseille, where he founded the
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association called Young Italy for the promotion of Italian national
unification according to republican principles. Denis Mack Smith
has emphasized the novelty of Mazzini’s idea of the association as
an “‘apostolate,” a quasi-religious movement calling its members to a
life of conspiracy and self-sacrifice.”3? In truth, there was in Mazzini
as much a moral commitment and religious sense of mission as there
was in Garrison, and it is no coincidence that the two were to become
friends later in life.3® According to Roland Sarti, Mazzini’s commit-
ment and creed were largely based on Henri de Saint-Simon’s “view
of a future society based on the principle of association, religious
faith, and faith in progress.”3* To this messianic background, Mazzini
added his particular views on democratic nationalism: his central idea
was that the nation was a product of the work of the people and at the
same time the fulfillment of God’s plans for humankind. Repeatedly,
Mazzini wrote phrases such as “where God wanted the existence of a
nation there were the means to create it.”3> For Mazzini, every man
had a mission and the most important mission was to bring the nation
into existence.3¢

Unlike Garrison, though, Mazzini believed in the realization of
his mission through revolutionary insurrection. The people, whom
he called “the largest and poorest class,” were to be guided by the
intellectuals on the road to liberation from oppression. However,
since Mazzini looked for collaboration, rather than conflict, between
different social classes—similarly to Garrison in this—his idea of
achievement of Italian national unification through revolution was,
in practice, as utopian as nonresistant abolitionism. Similarly to Gar-
rison, in fact, Mazzini believed that the people could be led to “the
discovery of their collective mission and hence . . . the establishment
of a new moral . . . order.”3” Therefore, Mazzini was opposed to any
revolutionary plan involving class conflict as a potential generator of
violence and civil war. In the minds of those Italian Democrats who
were followers of Mazzini, the liberation of the masses from oppres-
sion would lead to the simultaneous achievement of national unity
and social justice. In 1831, outlining the main ideas behind his pro-
gram, Mazzini wrote that “Young Italy does not want national unity
to be based on despotism, but rather on the agreement and free con-
sent of everybody.”3® All Democrats agreed on the incompatibility
of the institution of monarchy with these premises. Therefore, the
resolution of the Italian national question ought to pass through the
destruction of monarchies throughout the peninsula, and first and
foremost the Bourbon Kingdom in the south, which was perceived by
the Democrats as the most reactionary monarchical state.
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For his part, Mazzini turned his attention to the Bourbon Kingdom
at different times in his attempts to provoke the revolution that would
free the Italian people from national oppression. Several other Demo-
crats also considered southern Italy as a place that had the potential for
insurrection. In their minds, the exploited southern peasantry would
rise against Bourbon oppression and would be guided by the lead-
ers of Mazzinian organizations coordinated from headquarters placed
outside the Bourbon territory. Mazzinian Democrats effectively saw
southern Italian peasants as if they represented a type of spontaneous
and primitive insurrectionary force, which needed to be directed and
guided by properly trained revolutionary leaders, often from north-
ern Italy. The liberation of southern peasants from exploitation and
Bourbon oppression, thus, could be achieved only after a preliminary
work of introduction of Democratic ideas and of establishment of
Democratic networks, which necessarily ought to begin outside the
Bourbon Kingdom.3? As a result, similar to African American slaves in
the U.S. South, southern Italian peasants were constructed by Italian
Democrats as helpless victims patiently waiting for the rescue brought
by northerners, be they agitators or revolutionaries. To be sure, peas-
ant revolts occurred at different times in the Bourbon Kingdom in
the period leading up to 1860, but their cause, rather than being the
fulfillment of an abstract idea of freedom or nationality, was usually
the hunger for land. The Mazzinian Democrats’ failure to address
the concrete problem of land, therefore, meant that their carefully
planned revolutionary insurrections could never succeed. Moreover,
to follow Antonio Gramsci’s thought, the fact that the Democrats
never elaborated a program capable of fulfilling the peasantry’s spe-
cific expectations of land redistribution in the end led to the Demo-
crats’ subordination to the much more successful Moderate Liberals
in the process of construction of the Italian nation.*?

Yet, in Mazzini’s view, to address the land issue with the peas-
antry meant to spark class conflict; this would have inevitably led to
a degeneration of social relations into violence and anarchy, whereas
the fundamental tenets of Mazzini’s political program focused on
harmony and consent as ideal foundations of the future Italian dem-
ocratic republic.*! Perhaps most important of all was the fact that
the construction of the image of the southern Italian peasantry as
waiting for a spark coming from outside the south to start a general
insurrection was, in the words of Paul Ginsborg, a true “Romantic
myth.” In fact, this proved to be a myth particularly with the tragic
failure of the expedition of the Bandiera brothers, who were killed
in Calabria in 1844 while attempting to spark a peasant revolution
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against the Bourbons in the southern Italian countryside. The two
Bandiera brothers sacrificed their lives in a highly symbolic act of mar-
tyrdom in which they knew they could count on little military sup-
port, yet they still had complete faith in the revolutionary potential of
the Calabrian peasants. In fact, according to Ginsborg, “the peasants
of Calabria were considered by the Bandiera as endemic rebels and
ready to answer the patriots’ call to arms.”*?

It is true that, unlike African American slaves, southern Italian peas-
ants were not objects of the type of “Romantic Racialism” analyzed
by George Fredrickson, mostly because they were nominally free, and
they were obviously not discriminated against racially or exploited
with the same degree of violence. Yet, in both cases, the obvious preju-
dice that subsumed the stereotype attached prevalently by northern-
ers to the character of the southern agrarian masses was divested in
romantic terms. Thus, the “Romantic myth” that Paul Ginsborg has
referred to led the construction of a powerful and distorted image
of southern Italian peasants, since Mazzinian Democrats thought of
them as needing guidance before they could fully realize their own
condition and make a decisive contribution to the improvement of
their own lives. Similarly, “Romantic Racialism” led Garrisonian abo-
litionists to think of American slaves as essentially helpless and meek
and waiting for emancipation to be handed down to them. Thus, in
these two remarkably comparable cases, these views led dangerously to
similarly constructed ideas of Southern masses as being dependent on
Northern help: on one hand, African American slaves needed help to
be freed from U.S. Southern slaveholders; on the other hand, south-
ern Italian peasants needed help to rise against Bourbon oppression.

VIOLENT SOLUTIONS

Both American abolitionism and the Italian Democratic movement
had extremist militant fringes that gained progressively more power
and influence as Garrisonian abolitionists and Mazzinian Demo-
crats began to show the fundamental shortcomings of their utopian
approaches. Unlike the more utopian activists, in fact, these more mil-
itant American abolitionists and Italian Democrats were more prag-
matic in their approaches to the problems of U.S. slave emancipation
and creation of an Italian democratic republic. In the case of American
abolitionists, the more militant among them were characterized by
a more radically violent stance on the American national question,
and therefore militant abolitionist leaders were both more pragmatic
and more committed to the need of using insurrectionary means to
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achieve the aim of liberating Southern slaves. Conversely, in the case
of Italian Democrats, the more militant among them were both more
pragmatic and more extreme in their views of class warfare as an indis-
pensable element in the insurrection that would free especially the
southern masses. In both cases, militant activists believed that revolu-
tion ought to be sparked by an initial armed revolt that would serve as
an example and that would eventually lead to a general insurrection,
and this belief not only did not challenge, but actually reinforced the
fundamental premises of the constructed idea of northern “liberators”
rescuing oppressed southern laborers.*3

In the United States, militant abolitionists were the most active in
advocating the need for a general armed revolt of African American
slaves and a widespread insurrection against slaveholders in the
South. The 1850s saw a crescendo of attempts at provoking both.
On one hand, this was a result of the basic failure in achieving the
objectives of the highly utopian enterprise of “moral suasion.” On
the other hand, the increasingly violent political atmosphere of the
sectional conflicts over the expansion of slavery from the late 1840s
onwards prompted a redefinition of abolitionist means and aims.
Thus, Jane and William Pease have argued that the failure of the anti-
slavery politics of the Free Soil Party, which proved too weak as an
antislavery coalition, and the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act as part
of the Compromise of 1850—by which catchers of fugitive slaves
were helped by federal authorities on the entire national territory—
forced the new generations of abolitionists to change strategy and
move toward direct action against the Southern slave system.** In the
words of James B. Stewart, “abolitionists who endorsed non-violence
for practical reasons would obviously feel free to discard the tactic
whenever desperate circumstances seemed to justify doing so. For
some abolitionists, the pro-slavery triumphs of the early 1850s were
such a compelling reason.”#

Among the most active militant abolitionists was James Redpath,
a leading propagandist of slave insurrection from the early 1850s
up to the American Civil War. Being in contact with other radical
abolitionists—notably William Lloyd Garrison and John Brown—
Redpath undertook several trips in the southern states in order to
see for himself the conditions of the slaves and test the possibilities
of a slave insurrection. He stated clearly his views on the American
national question when he proclaimed: “let the abolitionists of the
North not be deceived. The South will never liberate her slaves unless
compelled to do s0.”4¢ Therefore, following his statement that “I do
not hesitate to urge the friend of the slave to incite insurrection,”
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Redpath was willing to initiate the enterprise himself and to resort
specifically to guerrilla warfare in order to achieve his aim.*” Effec-
tively, in the United States, the idea of Northern “liberators” going
to rescue oppressed Southern laborers had never before been as clear
as in Redpath’s prediction that “a general stampede of the slaves”
could make Virginia and North Carolina free states “if the abolition-
ists would send down a trustworthy band of ‘Liberators’ provided
with compasses, pistols, and a little money for the fugitives.”*3

When advocating slave insurrection, militant abolitionists such
as James Redpath usually looked to Haiti, where the only success-
ful slave revolt had occurred more than a half-century earlier, as a
source of inspiration. In fact, Haiti stood as a permanent warning
to slaveholders and as a permanent symbol of hope for the slaves.*’
However, when referring to practical means of sparking slave insur-
rection through guerrilla warfare, other militant abolitionists such as
John Brown seem to have had in mind the example of Napoleonic
Spain. There are speculations that John Brown might have known
and applied the insurrectional theories of the Italian Carlo Bianco di
Saint Jorioz, a Piedmontese officer who had fought and headed guer-
rilla operations in Spain in the 1820s. In fact, as noted in Chapter 2,
John Brown’s ideas on guerrilla warfare and slave insurrection might
have shown an acquaintance with the theories and writings of contem-
porary European radicals, particularly Italian revolutionaries, not just
Bianco, but also Mazzini.?® In general, though, there is no doubt that
Brown was the very symbol of slave insurrection in 1850s America.
In the words of Herbert Aptheker, he was “the apotheosis of revo-
lutionary commitment” of the last generation of abolitionists.”! In
Brown’s view, the liberation of the slaves and the solution to the U.S.
national question were to be achieved by sparking an insurrectionary
war through guerrilla tactics directed at the heart of the Southern
slave system. Still, similarly to Redpath, Brown firmly believed in the
liberation of the slaves as a process whereby a few committed North-
erners could rescue the masses of oppressed Southern African Ameri-
cans. Brown’s conviction that guerrilla acts, such as the final one he
attempted at Harpers Ferry in 1859, were required to spark slave
insurrection only reinforced the abolitionist construction of African
American slaves as helpless victims who belonged to a submissive race.
Indeed, all militant abolitionists committed to using violent means
carried as far as possible the idea of Northern “liberators” of South-
ern slaves by asserting the necessity of resorting to immediate violent
action, given that the slaves themselves were meant to be waiting for
the opportunity to start it.>?
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Similarly to American militant abolitionists, in the 1850s Italian
Democrats were also constantly making plans for revolutionary insur-
rection. Guerrilla warfare was especially suited for countries such as
Italy, which was for the most part occupied by reactionary regimes.
The methods of guerrilla warfare and their possible application to
the Italian case were popularized by the writings of Bianco di Saint
Jorioz. Like some American abolitionists, Italian Democrats looked
at Napoleonic Spain as a successful example of insurrection through
guerrilla warfare. They believed that, between 1801 and 1814, most
of the Spanish population had participated in the struggle to achieve
national independence from the Napoleonic army. As Bianco’s work
showed, the war had been organized through small bands of partisans
(guerrvillas, called bande in Italy) trained in the countryside and used
for sudden attacks against the enemy.®3 The idea of guerrilla warfare
involving peasant participation appealed particularly to those Dem-
ocrats who believed in the possibility of a revolutionary movement
starting from the southern Italian countryside. Whereas Mazzinian
Democrats held a highly utopian view of the necessity of educating
the southern Italian masses to revolution—and they became increas-
ing skeptical about the possibility of doing so—other Democrats, such
as Nicola Fabrizi, thought in practical terms about the organization of
guerrilla groups among southern peasants.>*

Starting from 1839, Fabrizi organized a clandestine revolutionary
structure, called Legione Italica (Italian Legion), which was intended
to be in charge of starting a general insurrection of southern Italian
peasants by implementing guerrilla units. The Legione Italica, which
was based in Malta, succeeded only in causing minor problems to
the Bourbon regime, rather than in overthrowing it, but its example
proved far-reaching in its consequences. Fabrizi contributed more
than any other Democrat before 1848 to showing that the way to
resolving Italy’s national question should pass through the organi-
zation of peasants in the south and the overthrow of the Bourbon
monarchy. In his view, the idea of “liberators” of the southern masses
coming from outside was subordinate to the practical organization
of warfare, which he thought was the key element of a future gen-
eral insurrection.®® The years 1848-49 marked a watershed in the
Italian Democratic movement. The revolutions that occurred in
those two years throughout the peninsula, including Naples and Sic-
ily in southern Italy, failed because of the irreconcilable differences
between Democratic and Moderate Liberal ideas over the solution
of Italy’s national question. While the Democrats strove to achieve
radical objectives through the formation of revolutionary republics,
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the Moderate Liberals wanted only limited reforms carried out by
constitutional monarchies. Above all, the Democrats failed to address
the problem of land distribution in the countryside, and this failure
drove the support of peasants away from them. Both in Naples and
Sicily, it was clear that the 1848 revolutionary governments had col-
lapsed when their leaders had retreated from radical programs involv-
ing the redistribution of land among southern peasants. As Bianco
had noticed, the solution to Italy’s national question through revolu-
tionary insurrection was tied to the land problem in the countryside.
This was particularly true of the Bourbon Kingdom, where peasant
exploitation and hunger for land were more acute than anywhere else
in Italy.>®

Keeping in mind the above reasons as explanations for the fail-
ure of the 1848-49 revolutions, Carlo Pisacane elaborated a theory
of insurrection that combined the participation of the people in the
revolutionary war with a true socialist approach to the problem of
land distribution. As noted in detail in Chapter 2, Pisacane made clear
that, unlike Mazzini, he thought that the birth of a new Italian nation
should address the problem of resolution of class conflict. Speaking in
socialist terms, in the 1850s Pisacane located the potential for a social
revolution among the lower classes who were exploited by capitalists in
the cities and by landed proprietors in the countryside, the latter espe-
cially in southern Italy.” Thus, Pisacane’s ideas effectively reinforced
the image of southern Italian peasants as helpless victims of oppres-
sion waiting for “liberators” to arrive from outside the south. In his
view, in fact, all oppressed classes had an innate goodness and sense of
justice, but they were unable to start fighting against exploitation by
themselves, since they needed an external source of help in order to
begin a social revolution. Based on these premises, Pisacane eventually
tried and failed to spark a general peasant insurrection in the southern
ITtalian countryside at Sapri, in Campania, in 1857. In doing so, he
ultimately proved that even Democrats with socialist ideas did not dif-
fer a great deal from utopian Democrats such as Mazzini in imagining
the masses of southern Italian peasants as patiently waiting for outside
“liberators” to reach them and deliver them.>®

James Redpath and Nicola Fabrizi demonstrated through their
writings and their actions the importance of organizing and planning
insurrections of U.S. Southern slaves and southern Italian peasants in
advance, through reconnaissance and strategy, if they were to have any
hope of success. Their examples were particularly important for the
two generations of American abolitionists and Italian Democrats who,
disillusioned with the utopian premises of Garrisonian abolitionism
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and Mazzinian democratic republicanism, looked for more pragmatic
and radical solutions to the American and Italian national questions
in the 1850s. The ethos of those two generations was ultimately
epitomized by the comparable attempts by Carlo Pisacane and John
Brown to spark insurrections among southern Italian peasants at Sapri
in 1857 and among U.S. Southern slaves at Harpers Ferry in 1859,
respectively. In practice, both Brown and Pisacane operated accord-
ing to ill-conceived ideas on how to start a social revolution in the
southern countryside. In this respect, Pisacane’s views about the pos-
sibility of an insurrection in the Bourbon Kingdom were comparable
to Brown’s views about the possibility of a slave insurrection in the
U.S. South. In this sense, also, Brown and Pisacane’s actions repre-
sented the ultimate proofs that up to the start of the American Civil
War (1861-65) and the achievement of Italian national unification
(1860-61), American abolitionists and Italian Democrats continued
to believe in their own constructed images of oppressed southern
agrarian laborers waiting for outside “liberators” to rescue them.>’

Opver the course of the three decades between 1830 and 1860,
American abolitionists and Italian Democrats sought to resolve two
distinct, but related, national questions. In the United States, the abo-
litionists focused on the elimination of Southern slavery as incompat-
ible with the ideals of the American republic. In Italy, the Democrats
focused on the creation of a republican nation through the over-
throw of reactionary regimes, especially the Bourbon Kingdom in the
south. Through propaganda and direct action, American abolitionists
and Italian Democrats waged a constant war against the oppressive
regimes located in the two southern regions. In the process, they con-
structed comparable images of themselves as “liberators,” while at the
same time constructing equally comparable images of the southern
agrarian masses as helpless victims longing for help to arrive from out-
side, particularly the north. This construction of an image of north-
ern “liberators” versus southern laborers had two related long-term
effects in both countries: it created a history of dependency of the two
souths upon the respective norths for social change, and it contrib-
uted to northern discriminations against ex-slaves in the U.S. South
and peasants in southern Italy. Although the actual mode and shape
of the discrimination were very different in the two southern regions,
mainly as a result of the absence of a racial factor in the Italian case,
they were major factors in the creation of a comparable perception of
permanent difference between the northern and southern parts of the
country in both the United States and Italy.



CHAPTER 2

~ISK~

PURGING NATIONS WITH BLOOD:
JOHN BROWN, PISACANE, SOCIAL
JUSTICE, AND GUERRILLA WARFARE

Victory, when it is in accord with progress, mevits the applause of
the people; but o heroic defeat merits their tender compassion. The
one is magnificent, the other sublime. For our own part we prefer
martyrdom to success. John Brown is greater than Washington and
Pisacane is greater than Garvibaldi.

—Victor Hugo'

These words from Victor Hugo’s Les Miserables, tirst published in
France in 1862 and then released in full in the English translation in
the United States in 1863, make at once an unusual connection and
a comparison between American radical abolitionist John Brown and
ITtalian democrat and socialist Carlo Pisacane. At the time Hugo wrote
his epic novel, memories of both John Brown’s 1859 death in the
failed attempt to provoke a slave insurrection in the U.S. South and
of Pisacane’s 1857 killing in the failed attempt to rouse the peasants
of southern Italy to revolt were still fresh. Hugo reflected on the two
events as examples of heroic martyrdom for the cause of liberty—
much like the events of the Parisian failed revolution of 1832, whose
protagonists were at the center of his work. Even though Hugo’s own
interpretation and comparison may be disputable, we can still take his
words as a starting point for a study that focuses on these two activists
in order to understand at a deeper level the similarities and the differ-
ences between Brown and Pisacane and the mindsets that prompted
them to commit themselves to martyrdom and also the important
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connections between their milieus in terms of shared influences of
widespread nineteenth-century ideas, strategies, and tactics of insur-
rection and revolution through guerrilla warfare. Before doing this,
however, it is useful to briefly recount the events of 1859 and 1857
that led to the deaths of Brown and Pisacane and that had a large echo
in both America and Europe.?

On the night of October 16, 1859, John Brown—a staunch Cal-
vinist with a reputation as a religious zealot and opponent of slavery
willing to kill for his militant abolitionist ideals—descended with a
band of twenty-one companions on Harpers Ferry, a small town in
present-day West Virginia, then in the slave states of the U.S. South.
His plan was to seize the arsenal there and distribute the weapons to
the slaves in the hope of starting a general slave insurrection. After
cutting the telegraph wires, Brown and his men managed to secure
Harpers Ferry’s arsenal, and the following morning, October 17, they
took hostages from among the employees on their way to work. Then,
Brown waited for the slaves in the neighboring fields and farms to
join him, but the insurrection he had planned did not start. Instead,
President James Buchanan sent the U.S. Marines, who, under the
command of Robert E. Lee and J. E. B. Stuart, future Confederate
heroes in the approaching U.S. Civil War, took control of the area
and surrounded Harpers Ferry’s arsenal. On October 18, Lee gave
Brown an ultimatum, which the latter declined, and then attacked
the outpost with his Marines, leaving ten dead on the ground, among
them also two of Brown’s own sons. The Marines wounded Brown
and captured him together with seven of his companions.? As he lay
in prison for six weeks, Brown argued his case in correspondence with
many different people. In the trial that followed, utilizing a straight-
forward and powerful rhetoric, Brown effectively managed to bring
the event to the attention of the media, both nationally and interna-
tionally.# By the time he was hung in Charles Town, on December 2,
1859, Brown had become an abolitionist hero and a martyr for the
cause of liberty. He was revered not just in the antislavery circles in the
North of the United States, but in Europe as well by intellectuals such
as Victor Hugo, who, even before mentioning him as an example of
martyrdom in Les Miserables, called him “the liberator, the champion
of Christ” and argued that he was murdered by the American Repub-
lic as a whole.?

Only two years before John Brown’s Harpers Ferry raid, in June
1857, another daring attempt at bringing about an insurrection of
oppressed masses had occurred when Italian democrat and social-
ist Carlo Pisacane had landed at Sapri in the Bourbon Kingdom, in
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the hope of rousing southern Italian peasants against the landowners
and the reactionary Bourbon regime that the latter supposedly sup-
ported. Contemporaries such as Victor Hugo found much in com-
mon between the two bold and desperate actions, both equally heroic
and ill-planned. In short, on June 25, 1857, Pisacane—a disillusioned
southern Italian nobleman and an ex-officer of the Bourbon army,
who had become a follower of Giuseppe Mazzini and had devel-
oped radical ideas on social reform—Ieft from Genoa with twenty-
four companions aboard the ship Cagliari. Two days later, on June
27, they landed in the island of Ponza, where they took the weapons
from the arsenal and freed 323 prisoners from the Bourbon jail, hop-
ing that they would follow them to fight the Bourbon regime, even
though only a few had been imprisoned for political reasons. On June
28, they landed in Sapri, where Pisacane thought he would find large
numbers of southern Italian peasants armed and ready to follow him
in his march on the Bourbon Kingdom’s capital, Naples. Instead, the
local Bourbon authorities, who had warned the peasants that a band
of criminals was approaching their towns and houses, moved swiftly
and managed to defeat Pisacane and his companions at Padula on
July 1. Only Pisacane and fewer than a third of the original contin-
gent momentarily escaped, and they were finally surrounded at Sanza,
where they were massacred by the very peasants they had come to
liberate, while the survivors were captured by the Bourbon authori-
ties.® Even though, unlike Brown, Pisacane did not live to face the
trial, the death penalty inflicted on Pisacane’s surviving companions in
1858 had a large international echo, since it was seen as the ultimate
proof of Bourbon oppression, while in Italy the event highlighted the
profound divisions in the democratic movement for Italian national
unification.”

Contemporaries of Brown and Pisacane, such as Victor Hugo,
saw similarities in the two men’s noble sacrifices, but since the 1960s
several historians have argued less about the existence of compara-
tive points between the events of Harpers Ferry and Sapri and their
significance than about the possibility that a transnational milieu of
common ideas about the practice of revolutionary insurrection might
have influenced Brown and Pisacane leading them to plan essentially
similar actions in two different countries on two different continents.
Raimondo Luraghi suggested possible comparisons between John
Brown’s 1859 raid at Harpers Ferry and expeditions made by Italian
Democrats to start a revolution in southern Italy, including Pisacane’s
in 1857, stating that they were similar in that they were all desper-
ately inadequate enterprises against a much stronger enemy.® At the
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same time, both Luraghi and, more than ten years later, Italian scholar
Giulio Schenone argued that some specific nineteenth-century ideas
on guerrilla warfare were likely common elements shared by Brown’s
and the Italian Democrats’ doctrines of revolutionary insurrection.’
More recently, Timothy Roberts has argued in Distant Revolutions
(2009) and in other works that Brown was aware of Mazzini’s and
other Italian Democrats’ doctrines and tactics of revolutionary insur-
rection and was directly influenced by them.!® Eugenio Biagini has
acknowledged the same connection, while he has highlighted the
comparative element in stating that “it is remarkable that . . . [two
years| before Harpers Ferry, another revolutionary firebrand, the
Mazzinian socialist Carlo Pisacane, attempted a similar expedition in
the [Bourbon] Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.”!!

The few recent studies that have revived the idea of a connection
between John Brown and the Italian revolutionary tradition in the
Risorgimento are part of a growing scholarship that, following the
suggestions of recent transnational approaches to American history,
secks to look at transnational links and connections between the
United States and other countries in the Civil War era.!? Particu-
larly in the case of the post-1830 abolitionist movement, to which
Brown belonged, scholars of the nineteenth-century United States
have produced important recent works that have clearly demonstrated
the links between several important American abolitionists and major
European activists.!3 In parallel fashion, a growing group of schol-
ars of nineteenth-century Italy has applied the transnational approach
to the “new” history of the Risorgimento, searching for connections
hitherto overlooked between Italy and other countries in the lead-
up to Italian national unification.!* The transnational approach has
been particularly fruitful in the investigation of the transnational
links between the Italian democratic movement, to which Pisacane
belonged, and major currents and activists, in Europe, in America, and
even beyond.!® We can thus take inspiration from these recent stud-
ies to reconfigure the issues of historical parallelisms between John
Brown and Carlo Pisacane and of contacts between the milicus within
which they moved and operated with a view to joining together some
of the important discoveries of the current transnational scholarship
with some of the equally important claims made by scholars who have
looked at Brown and Pisacane separately.

Despite the fact that many of Brown’s contemporaries looked at
his life and deeds in an international dimension, most scholars, with
only a few notable exceptions,!® have seen him exclusively in the con-
text of the nineteenth-century United States and have sharply divided
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over the interpretation of his actions, initially moving between the
two extreme views of him as either a hero for the cause of liberty or
as a religious fanatic.!'” More recently, historians have provided pro-
gressively a more balanced view of Brown by reaching a better under-
standing of the abolitionist context, of his relationship with both
white and black abolitionists, of the religious and cultural milieu to
which he related, and of his revolutionary ideas on the fight against
slavery.!8 Yet, as Evan Rothera has noted, “placing Brown in an inter-
national context could help to move the historiography to the next
frontier.”!? That frontier would, then, ideally include Europe and the
still little understood transnational relationship between Brown and
the Italian democratic movement. In fact, by making a reappraisal
of both the evidence and the educated speculations in regard to
that relationship—clearly building on the research carried on by the
scholars cited earlier—we can reach a more complete understanding
of specific aspects of Brown’s complexity of thought, especially if we
combine the transnational approach with the insights that we can gain
from a comparative study of Brown’s and Pisacane’s views, particu-
larly in regard to social change.

In comparable ways to the scholarship on Brown, interpretations
of Pisacane’s thought and actions have varied wildly according to dif-
ferent periods and scholars, ranging from initial assessments of him
as a hero doomed to fail to the idea that he was a socialist influenced
by radical Piedmontese circles, or a Jacobin and anarchist, or else an
inheritor of the legacy of the eighteenth-century Neapolitan Enlight-
enment.?? More recently, scholars have focused on the in-depth analy-
sis of Pisacane’s relationship with socialist circles, on his political ideas,
and on the revolutionary features of his thought, while also looking
at the wider local and national contexts of Pisacane’s actions.?! As in
Brown’s case, most scholars of Pisacane have maintained an almost
exclusive focus on nineteenth-century Italian history and the Risor-
gimento. Only a few have looked at the international context even
though, as Graziano Palamara has argued, “the contacts Pisacane
made abroad . . . were in any event crucial for him to start maturing
his ideas,” while even fewer scholars have hinted at possible trans-
national and comparative studies of Pisacane in relation to radicals
of other countries, including John Brown.?? Following the calls for
an internationalization of the historiography on both Brown and
Pisacane, therefore, we can say that the time is ripe for an integrated
comparative and transnational assessment of the two men’s radical
thoughts in regard to social change and of the contacts and recipro-
cal influences between the nineteenth-century American abolitionist
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and Italian democratic nationalist milieus to which they belonged,
particularly in regard to doctrines and practices of guerrilla warfare.

RADpIcAL COMMITMENT TO SOCIAL EQUALITY
IN TwoO DIFFERENT CONTEXTS

Born and raised in completely different historical settings and cir-
cumstances on opposite sides of the Euro-American world, and eftec-
tively belonging to two different generations as a result of the strong
age difference between them, John Brown and Carlo Pisacane went,
nevertheless, through life experiences that, even though completely
divergent, influenced them in comparable ways and prompted them
to develop a similar crave for social justice, especially as a response to
the constant exploitation of the masses of agrarian workers—slaves
and peasants—which they saw as a particularly abhorrent feature of
their homelands. Born in Connecticut in 1800, the son of a pious
farmer and convinced opponent of slavery, John Brown developed his
radical views first and foremost as a result of his Calvinist upbringing,
which taught him that sin stood in the way of a proper relationship
between man and God, and of his deeply entrenched hatred of slavery
as the biggest cause of social injustice and of immense suffering to
black people, as witnessed also by him firsthand in his youth.?3 Yet, in
Brown’s adult life, after he married and built a family, it was his con-
stant propensity to business failure, which led to bankruptcy following
the financial crisis of 1837—42, which ultimately radicalized him, at
a time when militant abolitionism, heavily influenced by the Second
Great Awakening and infused with Protestant concepts of sin and ret-
ribution, was on the rise in the Northeast and Midwest of the United
States.?* In John Stauffer’s and Zoe Trodd’s words, “with the panic
and the bankruptcy he [ Brown] became a passionate outsider, totally
rejecting the values of his material world . . . he sought to replace
his world with God’s dominion, believed that sin could be abolished
immediately.”2> Thus, Brown became a radical abolitionist who, by
the late 1840s, was committed to the immediate end of slavery by
whatever means possible, including violence, and to the creation of a
new social order, both interracial and egalitarian.

Compared to Brown, Carlo Pisacane could have not been more
different in his upbringing and early life, since he was born in Naples in
1818, the son of a southern Italian noble who started a military career
in the Bourbon army and seemed to be destined to follow the path of
most Bourbon officers at the time. Yet, by the mid-1840s, Pisacane
was secretly harboring libertarian ideas and in 1846 he publicly showed
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his admiration for democratic republican leader Giuseppe Garibaldi.
It was, though, Pisacane’s pursuit of a “forbidden” love, reciprocated,
from a married woman, Enrichetta Di Lorenzo, and his subsequent
escape from Naples with her, defying established social conventions,
which forced him to come to terms with the reactionary social sys-
tem that characterized the Bourbon Kingdom and other states in the
Italian peninsula.?® As he met Italian exiles abroad, and other exiles
from oppressed nationalities, in France and England, and then in
Piedmont, Pisacane matured his conviction that a major revolution
was needed in order to change the existing social order.?” This convic-
tion would lead, in time, to Pisacane’s idea that, in Luciano Russi’s
words, “without the overthrow of the economic and social structures,
civil liberties remain instruments of exploitation.”?8 In this sense, the
turning point for Pisacane was his participation in the revolutions of
1848-49, whose failure he attributed to the missed opportunity by
the revolutionary leaders to involve the peasant masses in a movement
for the creation of a new, socially egalitarian, Italian nation.

Thus, despite the different upbringing and youth experiences, by
the late 1840s Brown and Pisacane found themselves at similar points
in their lives. Having decided not to be part of the social order that
characterized the countries of their birth, because they found it want-
ing in terms of both social justice and equality, they decided to give
their lives to sparking the revolutionary change that they longed for.
While Brown planned the creation of an interracial American society,
Pisacane envisioned the foundation of a new socially egalitarian Italian
nation.

According to Herbert Aptheker, John Brown marked a depar-
ture from earlier abolitionist attitudes in an important way, since “his
hatred of slavery reflected a rejection of both racism and elitism. He
repeatedly insisted that he was a partisan of the slave and of the poor.”
29 Aptheker saw Brown as the most extreme example of a tradition of
abolitionism that placed particular emphasis on the idea of elimination
of private property in the form of slavery, and he quoted the words
of William Phillips, a reporter of the New York Tribune, who, after
a conversation he had with Brown in 1856, wrote that “he thought
society ought to be recognized on a less selfish basis . . . and thought
there was an infinite number of wrongs to right before society would
be what it should be, but that in our country slavery was ‘the sum of
all villainies.””3 To be sure, Brown’s insistence on social justice and
climination of poverty derived, first and foremost, from his Calvinist
view of God’s just punishment of man’s sins and the consequent need
for radical reform and social improvement, which would be guided
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by “moral stewards,” or men who were “uniquely qualified to direct
that improvement,” in the words of Caleb McDaniel.3! Yet, there is
no doubt that radical militant abolitionists such as Brown helped place
the U.S. national question in a new perspective, since, in his view, the
way to American national progress passed not only through the aboli-
tion of slavery, but also through the abolition of social inequality and
class conflict.

Famously, Brown proved to be true to these beliefs in May 1849,
when he moved with his family and started a farm in the black com-
munity of North Elba, or Timbucto (after the name of the legendary
African city) which had been established three years earlier by prom-
inent abolitionist and philanthropist Gerry Smith in Essex County,
New York, where he had granted land to three thousand free African
Americans.?? Even though Brown spent relatively little time there,
and he effectively acted mostly as an adviser by helping to fulfill the
utopian vision of moral order that the abolitionists had in mind for
free African Americans, there is no doubt that North Elba was still
a bold experiment in a new type of social order based on interracial
cooperation and harmony between whites and blacks.3? During the
short time that he was there, according to David Reynolds, “John
Brown treated . . . black families in the area on terms of complete
equality.”3* But there was more to it than that, because Smith had
conceived North Elba as a way to help improve the material conditions
of African Americans, since he thought that they were “the poorest of
the poor, and the most deeply wronged class of our citizens.”3® Thus,
there was a strong element of social justice in Smith’s experiment,
and this element appealed particularly to John Brown, who had writ-
ten his father, before moving to North Elba, that he wished “to live
with those poor despised Africans to try & encourage.”3® Moreover,
John Brown’s son, John Brown Jr.—who, significantly, later became
a socialist—reported about his father’s interest in the idea that “all
should labor for the common good; ‘having all things in common’
as did the disciples of Jesus in his day.”3” In this cooperative vision of
labor and society, even though inevitably imbued with Christianity,
Reynolds has found a clear echo of the contemporary communities
established by the followers of French utopian socialist Charles Fou-
rier, most notably the one in Brook Farm, Massachusetts.?® In fact,
even though private property was firmly established at North Elba, in
both Gerry Smith’s and John Brown’s views, economic equality there
was at the heart of a utopian social experiment that witnessed, effec-
tively, the interracial cooperation between everybody laboring for the
good of the community.
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The echo of utopian social experiments loomed large in Brown’s
life and, doubtless, the North Elba experience influenced his ideas
about the future society he wanted America to become. In April 1858,
nine years after he had moved to North Elba, as he was planning the
attack on Harpers Ferry, Brown organized a meeting with forty-six
of his supporters, twelve whites and thirty-four African Americans,
including prominent activist Martin Delaney, at Chatham, Canada.
According to Tony Horwitz, the meeting was nothing less than a
“latter-day Constitutional Convention” in which the delegates would
talk about “the secret creation of a new American government.”3?
And in truth, the meeting regarded the organization of the type of
American society that Brown envisioned arising from the ashes of the
great slave insurrection that he was planning—an American society
that was to be radically different as a result of the abolition of slavery
and of its corollary, racism. This new society, according to Brown,
would initially characterize a free state devoid of the laws of slavery in
the U.S. South, which, similar to Haiti half a century earlier, would
have to fight an ongoing war in order to survive, establishing, in the
process, “a guerrilla community devoted to destabilizing slavery,” in
the words of Louis DeCaro.*?

The fundamental document for the government and society of this
future model and free guerrilla community was the Provisional Con-
stitution and Ordinances for the People of the United States, written by
Brown in January 1858 and approved by the delegates at Chatham
on May 8 of the same year. Modeled closely after the U.S. Constitu-
tion, Brown’s Provisional Constitution was a radical document that,
on one hand, provided guidelines for the construction of a nation with
similar legislative, judiciary, and executive powers—the latter of which
was held by Brown himself as the elected commander-in-chief—to
the ones of the American Republic, while, on the other hand, it con-
tained the essence of Brown’s radical vision of interracial cooperation
and utopian social equality.*! In fact, Article I, on the “Qualification
for Membership” included all the individuals who were “Proscribed,
oppressed, and enslaved Citizens, or of the Proscribed and oppressed
races of the United States,” without distinction, in line with the
interracial cooperation project.*?> At the same time, Article XXVIII
on “Property” showed Brown’s continuing commitment to utopian
socialist principles in the statement that “all property the product of
the labor of those belonging to this organization and of their families
shall be held as the property of the whole equally without distinction,
and may be used for the common benefit or disposed of for the same
object.”*3 The same could be said also for Article XXXIX on “All Must
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Labor,” which stated that “all persons connected in any way with this
organization, and who may be entitled to full protection under it,
shall be held under obligation to labor in some way for the general
good.”** Thus, Brown’s free guerrilla state, which was to provide the
blueprint for the future reformed society in the post-slavery insurrec-
tion period, was essentially a version of the American Republic char-
acterized by a full commitment to the type of racial equality that had
characterized North Elba, but with even more radical features than the
latter in regard to utopian socialist principles, such as the commonality
of property and the obligation to labor for the common good.*?

In several respects, Carlo Pisacane was a radical whose ideas are com-
parable to those of John Brown, especially in the way they both related
to social issues. In his pamphlets, Pisacane repeatedly wrote that the
solution to Italy’s national question was a moral issue—a conviction
that he shared with most Italian Democrats, especially the followers
of Mazzini—and that it was tied to a much more general problem of
social justice, which was particularly acute in southern Italy. In this
sense, he was comparable to Brown, who was also convinced—as were
the majority of his American abolitionist peers—that slavery and the
social injustice it produced were first and foremost moral issues. In
Pisacane’s own words: “I am convinced that a moral revolution is
already occurring in southern Italy: an energetic impulse can push the
people to start a determinant [ revolutionary| movement; therefore, my
efforts are directed towards carrying out a conspiracy which will give
that impulse.”*® Pisacane thought that his own efforts would help to
stimulate the preconditions for a radical change in a moral sense, and,
like Brown, he thought that the change would result in the creation of
a more egalitarian society. Pisacane expounded in a clear and articulate
manner his main concepts on these issues in an important manuscript,
which his friends published posthumously as four separate essays in
1858.47 The third essay, La rivoluzione (The Revolution), probably
written by Pisacane in 1851, is particularly significant for our under-
standing of the author’s thoughts on the issues of social justice and of
the type of progress represented by the creation of the new nation that
would have emerged from the social revolution he envisioned.*8

According to Luciano Russi, for Pisacane “true progress . . . [was]
the one that focuse[d] on the universal improvement of the [human]
condition, in a society in which liberty and equality, [and] sense and
sensibility are reconciled.”*® In this perspective, in his essay La 7ip-
oluzione, Pisacane identified the main obstacle to universal improve-
ment and to the nation’s social progress in the existence of private
property, which acted, quite simply, as the cardinal foundation of an
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entire unjust social system, since it kept the dispossessed, that is, the
majority of the people, “forever condemned by society’s laws to pov-
erty and ignorance.”®® Envisioning a social experiment as utopian as
Brown’s and Smith’s North Elba, but more radical in socialist terms,
Pisacane described the economic basis of his postrevolutionary egali-
tarian society imagining that “the Italian soil will be divided according
to the different types of crops that suit it. A portion of the land mea-
sured according to the number of people will be given to each town,
and this land will be grown by those who will dedicate themselves to
agriculture; they will form a society that will establish its own consti-
tution.”®! Thus, according to Graziano Palamara, the type of freedom
that characterized Pisacane’s vision of the new egalitarian nation had
radical socialist features, specifically because it derived from a system
of “absolute equality” that “extended to every economic and social
relationship, as a result of the abolition of private property and of the
establishment of a collectivistic society.”®? Such a collectivistic society,
Pisacane wrote in a section of La rivoluzione in which he cited, signifi-
cantly, French radical socialist Proudhon, “should place at the disposal
of each of its members, without distinction, all the means it owns, in
order to facilitate the development of its members’ physical and moral
faculties.”®® Pisacane summarized his view by stating that “freedom
without equality does not exist, and both are indispensable conditions
in a [new] nation.”5*

In his last writing, I testamento politico (Political Testament),
which he composed on June 24, 1857, shortly before embarking on
the expedition to Sapri, Pisacane summarized in a few pages and in
a clear and effective way both the reasons for and the essence of his
socialist beliefs.’® Indeed, Luciano Russi has seen in Pisacane’s last
work a particularly well argued and articulated political statement and
has identified three main themes: “1. The claim of the importance
of the socialist ideal in the context of the national revolution; 2. The
establishment of socialism as the inevitable future of Italy, and perhaps
also of the entire Europe; 3. The definition of socialism through the
words liberty and association.”>° Significantly, Pisacane wrote, in rela-
tion to the latter theme, that the combination of the two concepts
expressed by the words “liberty” and “association” made his belief “a
different type of socialism from the French-derived ones, all more or
less founded on a monarchic and despotic idea,””” clearly referring to
the conservative involution of French politics with the rise of Napo-
leon III’s populism. Instead, in his ideal postrevolutionary society,
Pisacane wanted the maximum amount of freedom, which would lead
to a voluntary and spontaneous association of individuals who shared
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economic resources and were therefore social equals in an egalitarian
community.®8

In an important section of the Testamento politico, Pisacane explic-
itly criticized the false progress that the current social order propagan-
dized only in order to favor few rich individuals and impoverish the
majority. In Pisacane’s own words, “if these so-called improvements
are considered progress, they will act in the sense of increasing the
destitution of the poor and drive them, inexorably, to stage a terrible
revolution, which, by changing the social order, will put to every-
body’s disposal what is now at the disposal of a few.”>” Thus, similar
to John Brown’s 1858 Provisional Constitution, which provided the
guidelines for the organization of a free guerrilla state as the model for
the future interracial and socially egalitarian order that would inevita-
bly replace the existing ungodly American society based on the unjust
exploitation of the slaves, Carlo Pisacane’s Testamento politico was a
document that talked about the inevitability of social change in the
process of formation of the new Italian nation. This prediction was
based on the fact that the existing social order was founded on the
unjust exploitation of the masses, especially the agrarian masses, pro-
pagandized as progress, and on the belief that this exploitation was
bound to lead to a major revolution aiming at creating the nucleus of
a new egalitarian and socialist Italian state.®? Significantly, as Pisacane
had explained in previous writings, the cardinal element of the new
egalitarian society was the abolition of the right to private property—
an element that may remind us of the “property of the whole, equally
without distinction” in Brown’s Provisional Constitution, even
though the latter element was not as central or as concrete in Brown’s
thought as the abolition of private property was in Pisacane’s view, but
was, rather, part of a more utopian socialist vision.

The comparison between John Brown’s and Carlo Pisacane’s
thoughts in relation to social change shows clearly that both activists
were committed to acting on their radical visions of inevitable over-
throw of the existing social order and replacement with a new one.
The initial impulse for this radical view came to Brown from his strong
Calvinist faith and his solid antislavery background combined with
embracement of a militant and violent view of American abolitionism.
This was the result of both the impact of personal circumstances on
him and also of Brown’s own conviction that slavery and racism were
the major social problems in an American society profoundly unjust
and therefore far from God. Conversely, Pisacane had a privileged
upbringing, but he clearly came to realize that the social rules that
ordered the behavior of his class and provided the norms for public
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life in his milieu were little more than social traps and hypocritical
facades that masked the existence of profound injustices based on a
system of continuous exploitation of the masses, especially the peas-
ants. Therefore, he embraced an increasingly socialist version of Ital-
ian democratic nationalism as a way to create the preconditions for a
social revolution that would lead to the construction of a new egalitar-
ian Italian nation.

Remarkably, in both cases the rebellion against the most wide-
spread and evident injustices of the social system led not just to the
embracement of militant and violent methods of overthrow of the
social order, but also to the elaboration of comparable specific ideas
that provided guidelines for the construction of a more egalitarian
society. Thus, in both his North Elba experiment and in his Provi-
sional Constitution, Brown set out the main framework for the type
of interracial society, with strong utopian socialist elements, that he
envisioned the American Republic could and would become after the
revolutionary insurrection of the slaves forced the U.S. government
and the slaveholders to abolish slavery. Comparably, in both his essay
La rivoluzione and his Testamento politico, Pisacane expounded clearly
his view of the new egalitarian Italian nation that would emerge from
the ashes of a national revolutionary insurrection involving the masses
in the countryside and ultimately leading to the creation of a novel
social system characterized particularly by the abolition of private
property, according to his socialist beliefs. Thus, in both cases the idea
of a revolutionary insurrection involving the exploited masses as the
foundational act for the creation of a new and more egalitarian nation
and social order was paramount. And yet, as we shall see, even though
Brown and Pisacane likely based their vision of social revolution and
mass insurrection on the same sources—which were related to an
ongoing nineteenth-century transnational and transatlantic dialogue
over a Euro-American corpus of texts, mostly originated in Italy, on
the theory and practice of guerrilla warfare—they held fundamentally
different opinions and came, ultimately, to different conclusions in
regard to the application of that theory and practice to the specific
conditions of their own countries.

COMMON SOURCES AND DIFFERENT VIEWS ON
GUERRILLA WARFARE AND REVOLUTION

The identification of important similarities, amid considerable dit-
ferences, in the visions of equality, with either more or less utopian
socialist elements, that characterized the thought of John Brown and
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Carlo Pisacane is an important element to keep in mind when look-
ing at the issue of transnational contacts between the two activists’
milieus in relation to doctrines and practices of guerrilla warfare and
revolution. To be sure, the few Italian and American historians who
have investigated this issue have focused on the military aspect of
these contacts and on the influence that the same ideas and types of
military strategy and tactics may have had on Brown’s and Pisacane’s
actions.®! Yet, the social aspect is equally important in understanding
the wider context and the significance of these crucial transnational
contacts, since nineteenth-century revolutionaries on both sides of
the Euro-American world, from legendary popular leaders Bolivar
and San Martin in South America to Toussaint L’Ouverture and the
slaves who staged the Haitian revolution, conceived military action in
the form of guerrilla warfare as a social type of conflict—that is, a con-
flict in which military leaders headed the masses against their oppres-
sors with the declared aim of overthrowing the current social order
and replacing it with one characterized by a higher degree of social
justice. In this sense, the fact that both Brown and Pisacane commit-
ted themselves to creating the preconditions for a more equal society,
which they envisioned in their thought and writings, by means of a
general insurrection, in itself validates the idea that their transnational
contacts made them part of a Euro-American milieu of revolutionaries
who thought along comparable lines, also because they read from the
same texts.%?

In this respect, it is important to point out that the most widely
known texts of guerrilla warfare in the mid-nineteenth-century Euro-
American world were the works written by Carlo Bianco di Saint
Jorioz, whom we encountered in Chapter 1. After participating in
the failed 1821 revolution in Piedmont, Bianco di Saint Jorioz had
spent time in guerrilla operations in Spain and in Greece and had
then joined Mazzini’s Youny Italy, bringing a crucial influence on
Mazzini with his two main works: Della Guerra d’insurvezione per
bande applicata all’Italin (On the Insurrectionary War with Guer-
rilla Squads Applied to Italy, 1830); and Manuale pratico del rivoluzi-
onario italiano (A Practical Handbook for the Italian Revolutionary,
1833).93 In both pamphlets, Bianco made interesting observations on
military tactics, particularly when he argued that it was possible for
a small group of committed revolutionaries with the proper equip-
ment, a carefully devised plan, and a good knowledge of the terrain,
to start a general insurrection. The most important factor in guerrilla
warfare, was, for Bianco. the participation of the people, specifically
the peasants in the countryside. In fact, Bianco saw peasants as an
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ideal reservoir of guerrilla forces, because they were accustomed to
intolerable living conditions, which made them better able to with-
stand the cruelty of guerrilla warfare.®* However, in Bianco’s view, the
peasants’ participation in a war of liberation from national oppression
could have been guaranteed only by the promise of an equal distribu-
tion of land. Thus, to Bianco, in principle, revolutionary insurrec-
tion through guerrilla warfare was tightly linked to the creation of a
society with a higher degree of social justice—a reasoning that could
casily apply also to the slaves’ participation in revolutionary activity as
conditional to the promise of freedom. In effect, Bianco’s doctrines
provided a template that revolutionaries could apply in different situ-
ations and areas within the Euro-American world, and the fact that
Mazzini—the most prominent Italian Democrat and a well-known
figure in American abolitionist circles until the end of the 1840s—
adopted these doctrines makes it highly probable that both Pisacane
and Brown might have been familiar with Bianco’s writings. However,
as we shall see, the two revolutionaries differed in their views of guer-
rilla warfare as the best tactic for the conduction of an insurrection
with a strong element of social conflict.%?

According to Timothy Roberts, “several aspects of [John] Brown’s
exploits suggest his application of Bianco’s principles,” very likely
as part of a tradition of revolutionary writing related to, and partly
inspired by, Mazzini.®® Elaborating on earlier claims by Giulio Sche-
none, Roberts identifies these aspects in Brown’s insistence on guer-
rilla actions involving initially a relatively small group of men with
the aim of sparking a general insurrection, and in his strategic pref-
erence for hills or mountainous terrain, ideal for guerrilla warfare—
both aspects that emerged clearly in the planning of the Harpers Ferry
raid.%” Tt is likely that Brown combined his knowledge of Bianco’s
writings and of war in Napoleonic Spain with the extensive readings
he made on the Haitian revolution and on slave insurrections and
maroon communities in the United States and the West Indies, thus
studying the history of guerrilla warfare on a truly Euro-American
scale. From his readings, according to David Reynolds, Brown arrived
at the conclusion that “tiny groups could cripple huge armies through
the effective use of terror tactics and natural defenses”—a vital insight
for his planned action at Harpers Ferry.%® In his study of John Brown’s
tactics, W.E.B. Du Bois has claimed that Brown chose Harpers Ferry
because it was, effectively, the entrance to “the Great Black Way,” an
expression originally used by Harriet Tubman—who helped Brown in
planning the raid—in order to describe the entry points to a number
of mountainous areas and swamps, mostly along established routes
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of the Underground Railroad, the secret network through which
abolitionists smuggled slaves to the north and freedom, routes all
carefully marked in Brown’s diary. From those areas, it was theoreti-
cally possible to conduct guerrilla warfare of the type envisioned by
Bianco in the very heart of the U.S. South’s slave system.®” In prac-
tice, “here—in the words of Du Bois—amid the mighty protection of
overwhelming numbers, lay a path from slavery to freedom, and along
that path were fastnesses and hiding places easily capable of becoming
permanent fortified refuges for organized bands of determined armed
men.””?

Significantly, in August 1849, John Brown made a brief tour
of Europe at a time when the 184849 revolutions had just been
defeated in different parts of the continent. We know that Brown
went to England, Belgium, and Germany; had he gone to Italy as well,
he would have noticed the legacy of the failed revolutionary experi-
ments of the Venetian Republic, and especially of Mazzini’s Roman
Republic, which had just fallen in July 1849 under French attack.”!
According to his friend Richard Realf, Brown studied Europe’s fortifi-
cations and battlefields “with the intention of applying the knowledge
thus acquired to the conduction of guerrilla warfare in the United
States,” at a time when Mazzini had just reissued his own pamphlet,
heavily influenced by Bianco, on guerrilla tactics.”? It is impossible
to know more about Brown’s experience in Europe, but, after his
return to the United States, according to Timothy Roberts, “Brown
probably became aware of Bianco’s ideas through his association with
Hugh Forbes, a British mercenary who had commanded various Ital-
ian troops in defense of the Republic of Venice in 1848, and later
served in the army of Giuseppe Garibaldi.””® Forbes had also writ-
ten and published in 1854 an important handbook inspired by both
Bianco and Mazzini, called Manual of the Patriotic Volunteer, on the
principles of guerrilla warfare and revolutionary insurrection, and,
understandably, the English “colonel”—as he styled himself—“struck
Brown as the perfect drillmaster for the volunteer force he planned to
train,” in Tony Horwitz’s words.”*

In the end, Forbes betrayed Brown revealing the Harpers Ferry
plan to members of the U.S. Congress. However, Brown’s initial reli-
ance on Forbes, based on the latter’s experience as a guerrilla leader in
the 184849 revolutions, together with Brown’s own trip to Europe,
and also his acquaintance with some other European revolutionar-
ies, point to the conclusion that Brown knew and acknowledged the
importance of the writings on guerrilla warfare by Bianco and Mazzini,
also given the fact that he had recruited Forbes in New York, where
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there was a strong presence of members of Mazzini’s Young Italy
in exile.”® Thus, Brown’s adoption of military tactics that resembled
the ones in Bianco’s treatises is not surprising. At the same time, it is
important to point out that Brown must have followed Bianco’s writ-
ings also because the idea of guerrilla as a revolutionary war waged
by the exploited and dispossessed masses against their oppressors
with the aim of creating a new and more egalitarian society clearly
resonated with Brown’s own idea of the reasons slaves would have
engaged in guerrilla warfare against their masters with the specific aim
of creating an interracial republic with utopian socialist element—
and thus, a republic with features common to both the North Elba
experiment and the 1858 Provisional Constitution. In this perspec-
tive, therefore, it is not too much of a stretch of the imagination to
think that, in planning the raid at Harpers Ferry, Brown interpreted
and adapted Bianco’s ideas about the masses in the countryside as
the ideal reservoir of revolutionary forces for guerrilla action to the
situation in the U.S. South. Here, the slaves formed the natural res-
ervoir of guerrilla forces to be led in the violent creation of a new and
free society, or in “the establishment of a permanent black free state
within the borders of the United States”—an aim that can be clearly
classified as revolutionary, as Albert J. Von Frank has argued, and
comparable to the ones that characterized Europe’s contemporary
nationalist movements.”®

It is particularly important to note that the period in which John
Brown is likely to have become acquainted with Bianco’s and Mazzi-
ni’s theories of guerrilla warfare, between 1849 and 1859, was a
period of change in the Italian democratic movement, as a result of
the failed 1848-49 revolutions, and also a period characterized by
intense debate on the pros and cons of guerrilla warfare as an instru-
ment of revolutionary insurrection, as Luciano Russi has shown in
his studies.”” Until 1848, Mazzini was the unchallenged leader of the
Ttalian Democrats, and his adoption of Bianco’s theory of guerrilla
warfare had ensured that most members of the Italian democratic
movement, including Carlo Pisacane, saw it as the privileged tactic for
revolutionary action. However, after the Democrats failed to maintain
the governments they had managed to establish through mass revolt
in the failed experiments of the 184849 democratic republics—
particularly the Roman Republic, which witnessed the participation
of Mazzini, Garibaldi, and Pisacane himself—the theories on guer-
rilla tactics espoused by Mazzini and by Bianco came under close
scrutiny and severe criticism by several democratic activists, including
Pisacane.”® Thus, even though the study of transnational links shows
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that it was more than likely that Brown and Pisacane had been some-
what influenced by the same writings by Bianco and Mazzini on guer-
rilla warfare, by the time Brown had become aware of their existence
through his contacts with the Italian democratic movement, particu-
larly the Mazzinian circles, Pisacane had written a sharp criticism of
those same writings. As a consequence, the influence that Bianco’s
writings had on Brown and Pisacane, though equally important, pro-
duced, effectively, an opposite impact on the two men, as a result of
different historical circumstances.

In his 1851 essay Guerra combattuta in Italin negli anni 1848—49
(The War Fought in Italy in the Years 1848-49),7° Pisacane criticized
Bianco’s and Mazzini’s idea of the centrality of guerrilla warfare in the
entire course of a projected revolutionary insurrection and consid-
ered it, instead, only the very initial stage of a revolution, after which,
in the words of Luciano Russi, “it is immediately necessary to work
at the transformation of the masses into a [regular] army, since the
most important task of the heads of the revolution is (and must be)
the formation of people’s battalions and the creation of an ‘Armed
Nation’”80—a concept that Pisacane had borrowed from revolution-
ary France and its army of “citizen-soldiers.” By this time, Pisacane
had come to the conclusion that the idea that the masses could only
participate in the revolutionary insurrection as part of irregular guer-
rilla groups was an idea that diminished the value and significance of
the revolutionary struggle; he thought, instead, that “a deeper cause
must be sought in what directs a people’s power.”8! To Pisacane,
who wrote his crucial essay La rivoluzione on the topic in the same
year (1851), that “deeper cause” was the creation of the new society
that he envisioned and described at different times—a society char-
acterized by the previously excluded masses’ participation in Italian
national life, and thus also in the Italian nation’s regular army.8? Since
he was, effectively, an exiled southerner who hoped to bring change to
southern Italy from outside the south—in line with the Italian demo-
cratic tradition discussed in Chapter 1—Pisacane became progressively
convinced that the revolution that would bring about the new soci-
ety should start in the Bourbon Kingdom, where the exploitation of
the southern Italian masses by their landlords in the countryside had
forced peasants to live in a state of poverty that was no longer bear-
able. Consequently, from 1855, when he approached Mazzini again,
Pisacane worked at a plan that would bring the revolution to southern
Italy, or the Mezzogiorno, and would involve the peasant masses in a
major insurrectionary action against the Bourbon authorities—a plan
that, ultimately, led to his failed 1857 expedition at Sapri.8?
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It must be noted that Pisacane’s choice for the place was not acci-
dental, since Sapri was in the area of Cilento, which, together with
the regions of Calabria and Basilicata, formed a “revolutionary tri-
angle,” as Carmine Pinto has termed it, with a strong tradition of
anti-Bourbon activity.3* Thus, in transatlantic perspective, we can
say that Pisacane’s tactical choice of starting the peasants’ revolution
in the heart of southern Italy’s “revolutionary triangle” reminds us
of Brown’s tactical choice to spark the slaves’ insurrection from the
points of entry to the U.S. South’s “Great Black Way.” Also, for both
Brown and Pisacane, the element of social conflict was paramount in
conceiving the revolution. Both men believed that the agrarian masses
would spontancously rise in revolutionary insurrection if they were
promised what they longed for: freedom in the case of U.S. south-
ern slaves and land in the case of southern Italian peasants. Thus,
to Pisacane, who, according to Antonino De Francesco, effectively
harbored the same “hope, always maintained by the Democrats, in
the revolutionary potentials of the southern [Italian] people,”%® the
objectives of the revolution conducted in the Mezzogiorno were the
ones he theorized in his 1851 essay; they should include, first and
foremost, the abolition of the right to private property, according to
Pisacane’s socialist principles. Only after these objectives were made
clear could the spontancous organization of the people bring to life
the revolution, initially through guerrilla groups and, almost imme-
diately afterwards, through the creation of an “armed nation,” which
would rise against the tyrant government and outnumber the oppres-
sor (i.e., the Bourbon regime), creating the premises for the establish-
ment of a new and more socially egalitarian Italian nation.8¢

The transnational analysis of John Brown’s links with the European,
and especially Italian democratic, revolutionary milieus and with some
specific historical figures within them, shows that it is very likely—
as already postulated by several Italian and American scholars—that
he was acquainted with the fundamental writings of Carlo Bianco di
Saint Jorioz and Giuseppe Mazzini on guerrilla warfare. This is all
the more significant in the context of a comparative study between
Brown and Pisacane, since it appears that both read and absorbed the
main ideas in Bianco’s and Mazzini’s theories of insurrection through
guerrilla warfare. Yet, Brown and Pisacane did so at different stages
in their lives and with ultimately opposite outcomes. Brown became
acquainted with those ideas in the 1850s, showing his preference for
guerrilla tactics and for the employment of the agrarian masses in
squad formations in the preparation of his 1859 raid at Harpers Ferry.
Pisacane had initially embraced Bianco’s and Mazzini’s ideas as carly
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as the 1830s, but he criticized them after the failure of the 184849
revolutions, favoring instead, in the lead-up to his 1857 expedition
at Sapri, the idea of transforming the agrarian masses into a national
army. But there is room to speculate that two particular elements in
Bianco’s writings must have had a comparable impact, in different
ways, on Brown and Pisacane.

The first element was the focus on the agrarian masses in the coun-
tryside as a natural reservoir of revolutionary forces, because of their
high level of exploitation—an idea that could be applied to both U.S.
southern slaves and southern Italian peasants. The second element was
the focus on making an explicit link between the revolutionary insur-
rection and the creation of a new social order that would resolve the
agrarian masses’ most pressing problems, effectively providing them
with the very reason to be led in the insurrectionary action, whether
this reason was the promise of freedom in the case of the slaves or the
promise of land in the case of the peasants. Significantly, both Brown
and Pisacane believed that the final victory of the oppressed over their
oppressors would create a new nation, more egalitarian in its princi-
ples and practices. Yet, Brown’s idea of a more egalitarian social order
was based mostly on the concept of racial equality, with the insertion
of some utopian socialist elements, which could be achieved within
the existing framework of the American democratic republic. Con-
versely, in Pisacane’s case, the creation of a new Italian nation would
give birth to an egalitarian state that would act on his socialist vision
of ultimate abolition of the right to private property and of establish-
ment of a classless society.

Altogether, the crucial differences that have emerged from a com-
parison of John Brown’s and Carlo Pisacane’s radical thought on social
change and on the idea of revolutionary insurrection show clearly the
importance of the influence of the different upbringings and milieus
that formed and shaped the life experiences of the two activists. In
fact, on one hand, Brown’s initial Calvinist and antislavery education
and his later contact with militant American abolitionists were the
two main factors responsible for his radical idea of purging the sins
of slaveholders by shedding blood through a slave insurrection that
would lead to the creation of a novel interracial society. On the other
hand, Pisacane’s initial elite education and subsequent disillusionment
with the Bourbon regime, and his later contact with Mazzinians and
revolutionary exiles were the main factors behind his thoughts on the
need for violent replacement of the existing social order with a new
propertyless egalitarian society through mass revolution. Amid these
crucial differences, though, it is possible to find important similarities
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between Brown and Pisacane, particularly in the emphasis of both on
dedicating their lives to accelerating the end of an unjust social order
and its replacement with an egalitarian one, and also in their compa-
rable idea that the foundational act of either a renewed or a brand
new nation was to purge it, or cleanse it, of past injustices by shed-
ding blood in a major social upheaval. At the same time, the study of
the transnational links between Brown’s and Pisacane’s milieus adds
a further important element to this comparative analysis, since the
fact that Brown and Pisacane effectively read from the same texts on
guerrilla warfare, particularly Bianco’s and Mazzini’s writings, which
circulated in the Euro-American world, shows that they were both
part of a transnational and transatlantic circle of revolutionaries who
debated the best means to achieve freedom through mass insurrection
in different national contexts. The fact that Brown and Pisacane read
the same texts but ultimately arrived at opposite conclusions testifies
to the very existence of that debate and to the fact that different par-
ticipants in the debate must have either adapted or rejected ideas on
guerrilla and revolutionary warfare, as Brown and Pisacane did, when
they related them to the specific places and historical circumstances
they found themselves in, whether in Europe or the Americas.
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CHAPTER 3

~ISK~

EcoNoMIC PROGRESS, MARKETS,
AND RAILROADS IN LINCOLN’S AND
CAVOUR’S EARLY CAREERS

In recent years, thanks to the work of transnational scholars such as
Thomas Bender, Ian Tyrrell, and Carl Guarneri, the American Civil
War has acquired a very definite place in the ever-growing literature
on nineteenth-century nation-building in the Euro-American world.!
Yet, as early as the 1960s, David Potter claimed that the main con-
tributions of the American Civil War to nineteenth-century world
history and the two features that made it a unique case study for his-
torical comparison were that “it turned the tide which had been run-
ning against nationalism for forty years” and that “it forged a bond
between nationalism and liberalism at a time when it appeared that
the two might draw apart and move in opposite directions” after the
defeat of the 1848 European revolutions.? Potter referred specifically
to the ideology represented by Abraham Lincoln and the Republican
Party as a high tide of a type of liberal nationalism with a great deal
in common with mid-nineteenth-century European liberal nation-
alist movements. Significantly, within the European context, the
most celebrated of such movements was the one for Italian national
Unification—the Risorgimento—which resulted in the victory of lib-
eral principles with the creation of an Italian constitutional monarchy
in 1861, masterminded by Camillo Cavour. Thus, we can say that,
from this particular perspective, the Risorgimento would make an ideal
case study for comparison with the American Civil War.?

In the present chapter and in Chapter 4, I will look at the antebel-
lum and Civil War era United States and at Risorgimento Italy with a
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specific focus on mid-nineteenth-century liberal principles contained
in an ideology that I have termed “progressive nationalism”—an ideol-
ogy related particularly to ideas of economic development, individual
liberty, and political representation. I intend to do so by focusing spe-
cifically on Abraham Lincoln and Camillo Cavour. As we have already
seen, very few scholars have hinted at the possibility of comparing
Lincoln and Cavour or attempted to argue about the parallelisms and
connections between their deeds and ideas; among those scholars,
particularly important are Raimondo Luraghi, Glauco Licata, Enzo
Tagliacozzo, and, more recently, Eugenio Biagini.# Partly following
the intuitions of these scholars, I argue that a comparative study in
this sense should start from the observation that, in the American
Civil War era and in the Italian Résorgimento era, Lincoln and Cavour
faced national crises of comparable magnitude, crises that they them-
selves helped to create and brought to completion, leaving the nations
that emerged from these trials permanently marked with unmistakable
blueprints. Such blueprints consisted, in both cases, of the two main
elements of the ideology of progressive nationalism: (1) the beliefin a
strong connection between economic development and sociopolitical
progress as the indispensable factor that ensured equal opportunities
to the nation’s citizens, and (2) the indissolubility of the tie between
nationality and parliamentary representation as the most important
guarantee of civil liberties enjoyed by both individuals and institutions.

Thus, as an important part of their ideology of progressive nation-
alism, Lincoln and Cavour shared a common belief'in the importance
of economic development and in its direct link to social and political
progress. This is hardly surprising if we think that, even though born
and raised in very different environments, both Lincoln and Cavour
experienced firsthand and, indeed, embraced the massive economic
changes that occurred all around them during their formative years.
It is fair to say, that, unlike the historiography on Cavour—the focus
of which has been often on the study of the Piedmontese statesman’s
economic thought and activities, epitomized by works such as Pen-
siero e azione economica del Conte di Cavour (1961) by Raimondo
Luraghi, Cavour ¢ il suo tempo (1969-84) by Rosario Romeo, and
Cavour (1999) by Luciano Cafagna®—the historiography on Lin-
coln has not usually produced full-length biographical studies of
the American president with a specific focus on economics, with the
notable exceptions of Gabor Boritt’s Lincoln and the Economics of the
American Dream (1978), and Olivier Frayssé, Lincoln, Land, and
Labor, 1809-1860 (1994).% Scholars have tended to treat Lincoln’s
economic ideas mainly in chapters on his formation and the Whig
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years. These biographical studies typically focus on politics and sec-
tional conflicts, or, more recently, on Lincoln and slavery. Otherwise,
scholars have produced full-length studies of Lincoln’s early years that
focused mostly on his family, his difficult life on the frontier, or his
rise as a lawyer and then as a politician, with little on the crucial role
of economics.”

Yet, a renewed focus on the economic context of Lincoln’s carly
life in Illinois and on its influence on the formation of his economic
ideas, following in Boritt’s and Frayssé’s footsteps, would shed a great
deal of light on a crucial element in Lincoln’s thought—that is, his
continuous preoccupation with national economic development.’
Through the study of this specific element of Lincoln’ thought,
we would also be able to see the comparability between Lincoln’s
ideas on national economic development and similar ideas stemming
from comparable economic circumstances of growth induced by the
nineteenth-century world market and the industrial revolution in
other regions of the world, such as Cavour’s native Piedmont. In both
Lincoln’s and Cavour’s cases, in particular, it is possible to see a simi-
larity in the ideas of economic development as an occasion to provide
opportunities for self-advancement to the citizens of the nation. In
this sense, therefore, I argue that we should study national economic
development as a crucial element in Lincoln’s and Cavour’s ideology
of progressive nationalism.

In the 1840s and 1850s, Lincoln’s adoptive state of Illinois,
together with a large area of the U.S. Midwest, went through a large
degree of economic transformation. The demand for the wheat and
corn produced on its prairie farms increased exponentially, largely as
a result of the construction of the Illinois Central Railroad, which
began in 1851. Scholars have talked at length about the consequent
changes in Illinois as related to the effects of the market revolution,
both in regard to the creation of an integrated transportation system
and of incipient industrialization, and also in connection to the ris-
ing northeastern cities’ demand for the Midwest’s wheat and corn
production, which led to the effective projection of Illinois into the
expanding national and international markets. In particular, according
to Don Fehrenbacher, in 1850s Illinois, “industrialization proceeded
at a rapid pace, merchants and professionals multiplied, and by 1860
almost half of those gainfully employed were engaged in pursuits other
than farming.”® In practice, in Daniel Walker Howe’s words, “the
space-binding technology of the train magnified the opportunities
for farmers . . . to ship their crops to distant destinations, encourag-
ing market production rather than local consumption.”!® And within
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this context, as Eric Foner has remarked, the Illinois Central Railroad
“transformed Chicago’s agricultural hinterland, a vast area including
northern and central Illinois and parts of Iowa and Wisconsin, into
one of the world’s preeminent centers of commercial production”;
significantly, Foner has also stated that “Lincoln’s rise coincided with
that of Illinois.”!1

On a different scale, Cavour’s native Piedmont in the 1840s and
1850s, and in general the entire area of northwestern Italy, also under-
went crucial economic transformations. Here, on one hand, agricul-
tural production, especially of wheat and rice, was more advanced
that in other parts of Italy, with large farms and fields and a com-
plex irrigation network located in the fertile Po Valley. On the other
hand, a system of domestic industry focused on textile manufactur-
ing—which scholars have termed proto-industrialization—had started
to appear. At this time, it was still, in the words of Lucy Riall, “a
first stage of industrialization; a mid-point between cottage and fac-
tory,” one in which peasant families were employed in early types of
textile mills in order to produce manufactured products, specifically
woven silk, in both Piedmont and Lombardy.'?> Economic historians
Franco Bonelli and Luciano Cafagna have argued that this type of
proto-industrialization coexisted harmoniously with the changes in
techniques and output of agricultural production and also with the
concurrent improvements in the transportation system, which led to
the construction of important railroad lines especially in the 1850s—
improvements in which Cavour played a major role. Proto-industrial-
ization affected Piedmont much as the market revolution influenced
Illinois—although on a different scale—Dby projecting the products of
its incipient domestic industry, particularly woven silk, onto the world
market. In both cases increasingly larger quantities were produced in
order to face the continuously growing demand.!?

Even though Lincoln’s and Cavour’s careers and employments could
not have not been more different, they both had a direct experience
of the effects of crucial and relatively quick economic transformations
on two areas that were on the periphery of the world economy (i.c.,
Illinois and Piedmont)—related in one case to the market revolution,
and in the other case to proto-industrialization. This first-hand experi-
ence convinced Lincoln and Cavour of the fact that economic progress
was an indispensable factor in bringing the nation together and also in
linking it to the rest of the world. In practice, both the market revolu-
tion in the United States and proto-industrialization in continental
Europe, and specifically in northern Italy in our case, were phenom-
ena that resulted from the global effects of British industrialization
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on the more peripheral areas of the world economy, and therefore,
in this sense, they can be usefully taken as comparable backgrounds
for the momentous economic transformations that aftected Lincoln’s
Illinois and Cavour’s Piedmont. However, an important difference is
the fact that, on a national scale, while the market revolution in the
antebellum period effectively lay the foundations for the future mas-
sive, full-scale industrialization of the northern United States in the
later nineteenth century, proto-industrialization in northern Italy only
laid the foundations for a more limited type of industrial transforma-
tion in the latter decades of the nineteenth century.!#

At the same time, though, on a more regional and local level, Lin-
coln’s Illinois experienced the market revolution starting from a pre-
eminent grazing and then farming basis. In this sense, it was akin
to Cavour’s Piedmont, which experienced proto-industrialization as
a preeminently agricultural economy. Both Illinois and Piedmont,
therefore, had a great deal in common with those peripheral areas that
the recent scholarly literature has taken as prime examples for the anal-
ysis of phenomena of proto-industrialization in both Europe and the
Americas—areas such as, for example, Catalonia in nineteenth-century
Spain and Minas Gerais in nineteenth-century Brazil. Interestingly,
in the two cases of Catalonia and Minas Gerais, scholars have found
that the existence of a domestic industry, textile or otherwise, within
a preeminently preindustrial economy was not a sufficient condition
to lead to full-scale industrialization. Equally, if not more, important
factors were market integration through a developed transportation
system and a strong tie between domestic products, whether agricul-
turally or industrially based, and long-distance markets, as in the cases
of both mid-nineteenth-century Illinois and Piedmont.!®

Yet, from both Lincoln’s and Cavour’s perspectives—in different
contexts, but in comparable ways—economic progress, as it related,
in general, to advances in agriculture, incipient industrial production,
and market integration, was more than simply part of a program of
development in business-related activities. It was an important aspect
of their ideology of “progressive nationalism” and of their nation-
building project. As such, the concept of economic progress domi-
nated speeches and writings related to the early steps of their two
political careers. Significantly, both Lincoln’s and Cavour’s careers
started within movements—the Whig party and the Moderate
Liberals!®—committed to wide range policies of improvements that
focused on transportation, infrastructures, and market integration.
As discussed later, in the Whigs’ case the program of improvement
found its ultimate expression in Henry Clay’s “American System”—a
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comprehensive plan of governmental support for entreprencurial
activities, whose ultimate aim was the market integration of the entire
American nation. In the Moderate Liberals’ case, instead, the pro-
gram of improvement was inspired by the ethos of market integra-
tion and support for entrepreneurship that characterized progressive
liberals particularly in England—the country that the Piedmontese
liberal aristocracy considered their preferential model for national
development.!”

In both cases, however, there was also an important sociopoliti-
cal dimension to the program of economic improvement—a dimen-
sion that provided a direct link to the ideology of “progressive
nationalism”—since, in different ways, both political movements also
put forward policies that aimed at the expansion of political freedom
and at a higher degree of participation of economically active groups
of citizens in the political life of the nation. In this sense, looking
at this dimension in comparative perspective and through the lens
of “progressive nationalism,” it is possible to see how, in both cases,
governmental support for entreprencurial activity and market integra-
tion were effectively the economic foundations of a comprehensive
program aimed at achieving the political integration of the nation
through the extension of the basic political and citizenship rights.

LiINcOoLN AND ECONOMIC PROGRESS
IN ANTEBELLUM ILLINOIS

Born in 1809 to a poor farmer’s family on the Kentucky frontier, Lin-
coln lived his life almost as if it was the embodiment of the possibilities
to be found in a country such as the United States, where economic
expansion and political democracy went hand in hand. In 1816, Lin-
coln’s father moved the family to Indiana, and, eventually, in 1830,
to Illinois. The Lincolns were among many families that had moved
from the South to the Midwest, partly because of economic neces-
sity caused by the hardships of farming life on the frontier, and partly
simply because they hated slavery.!® In 1828, and then again in 1831,
Lincoln was hired by local storekeepers and merchants to transport
goods on a flatboat along the Mississippi River all the way to New
Orleans. It was a crucial formative experience to him. According to
Allen Guelzo, at that time, the “Mississippi was the great commercial
highway on which all American commerce west of the Appalachians
flowed.”1? Robert Fulton’s invention of the steamboat, in 1807, had
made commercial navigation on the great rivers faster and cheaper,
and by the 1820s, hundreds of steamboats were regularly cruising on



EcoNoMIC PROGRESS, MARKETS, AND RAILROADS 67

the Mississippi and its tributaries, bringing goods to the large urban
market of New Orleans and back to the Midwest.?? In his two trips to
New Orleans, Lincoln saw the large steamboats, witnessing first-hand
the relentless commercial transformation that the market revolution
and the integrated transport system brought to the frontier. At the
same time, though, as Eric Foner has noted, Lincoln’s “trip exempli-
fied how the market revolution of the early nineteenth century was
simultancously consolidating the economy and heightening the divi-
sion between slave and free society.” The increasing commercializa-
tion and integrated transportation system in the North stood in stark
contrast to the massive expansion of the slave system and plantation
economy in the South.?! Even though he had been familiar with slav-
ery, Lincoln witnessed for the first time the full extent of'its horrifying
consequences in his two trips to New Orleans, the largest slave market
in the South—an experience that, in all likelihood, affected him and
conditioned him deeply.??

After living on his own for six years in New Salem, in the Sangamon
Valley of Illinois, working in a variety of different jobs—including
storekeeper, surveyor, and postmaster—in 1837 Lincoln finally settled
in Springfield, where in a short time he became a renowned lawyer.
Throughout this early period of his life, Lincoln developed a thirst for
knowledge and learning that led him to read every book he could put
his hands on, often in contrast with his father Thomas’s narrow idea
of education as simply a means to a practical end. In Lincoln’s early
years in Kentucky and Indiana, without a functioning public school
system, aside from knowledge of the Bible, the little schooling that
the Lincoln family could afford focused mainly on the basic tools of a
general type of education, and therefore on spelling, grammar, arith-
metic, the history of the United States, and the works of great literary
figures such as Shakespeare, whose plays remained particular favorites
of Lincoln’s until later on in life. By the time he reached New Salem,
though, Lincoln had been complementing the few school readings
with reading and learning of his own on different subjects, and this
he did even more once he settled down in Illinois.?® Behind Lincoln’s
thirst for knowledge, as Allen Guelzo has noted, was the fact that,
for Lincoln, “reading meant a catalyst for ‘improvement,” for self-
transformation,” and this idea of man’s capability for self-improve-
ment through education, and the related idea that the nation should
do everything to allow its citizens to be able to embark on an path of
self-improvement, if they chose to do so, was to remain with him for
the rest of his life.?* Indeed, Lincoln’s choice, as early as 1832, to join
the Whig Party and its wide-ranging program of development—which
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sought to spread the benefits of the market revolution for the sake
of the economic and social improvement of Illinois and of the rest
of the United States—was entirely consistent with his idea of, and
approach to, education as self-improvement. In fact, according to the
Whigs, “government-promoted economic growth created the context
in which ‘self-made men’ (a phrase coined by Calvin Colton, Henry
Clay’s campaign biographer) could achieve economic success and
assimilate into the republic of property holders.”2°

But there was more than that, since Lincoln combined his ideas
about the importance of individual and national improvement with
specific views of the history of his country that came through his early
readings. In fact, according to Richard Carwardine, “from Mason
L. Weems’ Life of George Washington (1800), and especially William
Grimshaw’s popular and whiggish History of the United States (1821),
Lincoln acquired an understanding of the geopolitics that shaped
the country’s destined course to nationhood and its guardianship of
Enlightenment principles.”?% This belief, acquired through these and
other readings, led Lincoln to think of the United States as a special
nation entrusted with the task of being a bastion against reactionary
regimes such as the ones that mostly characterized Europe in the years
of his youth. A final important element in Lincoln’s early education,
then, related to his career as a lawyer, which started as a result of his
acquaintance with upcoming Springfield lawyer John Todd Stuart.
They met as members of the local Illinois militia in the 1834 Black
Hawk War.2” Stuart invited Lincoln, who had no formal education in
law, to borrow his law books. Thus, Lincoln studied the theory and
practice of law and, in 1836, passed the exam to be admitted to the
Springfield bar. Lincoln’s readings in law focused on William Black-
stone’s Commentaries on the Laws of England (1769), and other texts
on English Common Law, whose practice, by Lincoln’s time, had
been adapted to the postrevolutionary American context by Supreme
Court Justice Joseph Story and others by emphasizing the impor-
tance of property rights.28 The latter, significantly, became the central
issue of Lincoln’s legal career in Illinois, and one that would influence
deeply his economic and political views.??

In Illinois, a peripheral state in the world economic currents, and
yet located on the crucial axis of communication between the rising
industrial centers of the Northeast and the expanding agricultural
West, Lincoln took an unconditional political stand in support of the
economic development unleashed by the market revolution.3? In join-
ing the Whig Party in 1832, Lincoln sought to support the program
of internal improvements—Henry Clay’s “American System”—which
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was central to the party’s ultimate aim of creating a nation of property
holders. Between 1834 and 1842, when he was elected in the Illinois
Legislature four times in a row, Lincoln argued in favor of all types
of program of internal improvement that would enhance the Illinois
communication network. He proposed bills for the construction of
toll bridges, roads connecting towns within the state, and highways
connecting Illinois with neighboring states, and, in December 1835,
he even proposed to hire “a company to construct a canal upon the
valley of the Sangamon river”—a work he hoped that would match
the colossal Erie Canal, finished only ten years earlier in New York
State. Logically, as Allen Guelzo has noted, Lincoln could not fail
to recognize that “the kind of commercial system Clay had been
advocating for the past fifteen years was only a larger version of the
state-funded transportation and commercial projects Lincoln had
advocated in Illinois.”3!

Similar to Lincoln’s, Clay’s origins were also in Kentucky, at the
periphery of the southern frontier. According to Charles Sellers, “Clay
represented the intensely enterprising spirit generated as the com-
mercial boom extended cash-crop agriculture into subsistence farm-
ing areas.”3? This was essentially what had happened in Kentucky,
and Clay—who, like Lincoln, had started his career as a lawyer before
becoming a politician—was determined to see that both Kentucky and
America’s periphery would take advantage of that boom by embark-
ing on a comprehensive program of modernization, one in which
slavery had no place.3® In fact, even though he was a slaveholder,
Clay was convinced that slavery kept the South from modernizing,
but he feared the consequences of the presence of a large population
of free blacks; accordingly, while he advocated gradual emancipation,
he was also a staunch advocate of colonization—the scheme to send
emancipated slaves back to Africa. Significantly, Lincoln embraced
wholeheartedly Clay’s views on both modernization and slavery.3#
According to Gabor Boritt, Lincoln’s interest in Clay “was that of
a political moderate, a supporter of social order, towards another,
and that of one antislavery man towards another.” But Lincoln also
admired the fact that, similarly to him, Clay was also a self-made man,
while his devotion to the older man “was inseparable from devotion
to an economic vision.”3® More than anything, Lincoln shared—in
Eric Foner’s words—“Henry Clay’s belief that the Whig economic
program would benefit all Americans, as well as Clay’s powerful devo-
tion to national unity.”3® In other words, in Clay’s economics and
politics Lincoln found already the fundamental elements of progres-
sive nationalism, since the idea of progress was an integral part of
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Whig economic thought, as was the idea that all the nation’s citizens
should share in the basic rights and in the opportunities that eco-
nomic progress would afford. Both these ideas resonated well with
the thought that characterized European liberals such as Cavour, who
envisioned national progress in comparable ways.3”

There is no doubt that Clay’s American System was a program
that joined together economic progress and nationalism, particularly
through the federal government’s creation of a national bank, the
implementation of protective tariffs on imported manufactured goods,
and the integration of the national market through comprehensive
infrastructural improvements, from which both agriculture and man-
ufacturing would have benefited. In Clay’s own words, “under the
operation of the American System, the products of our agriculture
command a higher price than they would without it, by the creation
of a home market, and by the augmentation of wealth produced by
the manufacturing industry, which enlarges our powers of consump-
tion both of domestic and foreign articles.”®® Appropriately, Eric
Foner has stated that “Clay’s American System” was, effectively, “a
comprehensive program of government-sponsored economic mod-
ernization.”3? Also, according to Daniel Walker Howe, in the Amer-
ican System, the leading values of Whig political culture, “such as
order, harmony, purposefulness, and improvement found expression
in the form of an economic program,” one through which “the future
of America would be shaped in accordance with those values.”*? The
improvements envisioned in Clay’s American System were to come
mainly in the shape of a widespread and integrated transportation net-
work by means of railroads, roads, and canals. Together, these would
connect the four corners of the American nation, linking even the
remotest frontier to the forces of the market revolution and bringing
immense benefit also to Lincoln’s adopted state of Illinois.*!

Consequently, Lincoln defended and advocated Clay’s program
of internal improvements in several speeches throughout his politi-
cal career as a Whig statesman, which culminated in his appointment
to the U.S. Congress in 1847, while he increasingly believed in the
power of railroads to create a truly integrated national economy.*? As
carly as 1835, Lincoln was heavily involved in a financial scheme to
support the construction of the Illinois Central Railroad; if approved
by the Illinois Legislature, the construction of the railroad would have
been the centerpiece of his program for the creation of an integrated
communication system and would have made Illinois, ahead of its
time, a crucial area in the rapidly developing continental transporta-
tion avenues of the United States. Unfortunately, despite passing the
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important Internal Improvements Act in 1837, the Illinois Legisla-
ture was not as supportive as Lincoln had hoped, also because, even
if it was clear that internal improvements met with the general favor
in the public opinion, the Whigs were still the minority party in the
state’s House. By 1840, therefore, it was clear that Lincoln’s scheme
for the Illinois Central Railroad would not materialize. Still, Lincoln
continued to advocate and promote different schemes for internal
improvements for as long as he remained in the Illinois Legislature,
and then he attempted to do the same at the national level, when he
was elected in the House of Representatives and sat for the first time in
Congress in 1847-49. As Lincoln entered Congress in 1847, as Allen
Guelzo has pointed out, “his primary concerns clustered around the
conventional Whig demands for market development, and Lincoln
poured most of his energies into demands for renewed federal spon-
sorship for a national banking system, for internal improvements, and
for tariffs.”*? Yet, he soon realized that most of the debates during his
congressional term were taken by the ongoing Mexican War and the
Whigs’ attacks on President James K. Polk’s aggressive and unconsti-
tutional handling of foreign policy. Interestingly, while Lincoln joined
with much fervor the Whigs’ position of condemning Polk’s foreign
policy, in his speeches he did not mention the issue of expansion of
slavery, which, through the 1844 U.S. annexation of the slaveholding
republic of Texas, had been at the origin of the Mexican War.#*

It is worth noticing that Mexico had abolished the slave trade in
1824 and slavery in 1829. Therefore, the creation of a Texan region
filled with U.S. immigrants who practiced slaveholding in the north-
ern part of Mexico’s territory from the early 1820s was an act in
open defiance to Mexican law. At the same time, it is also particu-
larly important to point out that at that time, Mexico was under the
presidency of General Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, who eftectively
acted as a dictator, and who had abolished Mexico’s 1824 federal
constitution and had replaced it with the Constitution of 1836 (the
so-called Siete Leyes). In practice, with the 1836 Constitution—in the
words of Michael Meyer, William Sherman, and Susan Deeds—“in a
feature designed to ensure centralist organization, the states of the
old federal republic were transformed into military departments,”
whose governing officials were appointees chosen by the President
himself.*> Therefore, there were interesting differences in the political
development of Mexico and the United States in the 1840s, as, unlike
what had happened in the United States, in Mexico the drive toward
centralization necessary to keep the country together in face of cen-
trifugal movements for independence such as the one in the northern
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province of Texas had led to the abolition of the federal system and
the establishment of a military dictatorship. If anything, this could
be an important cautionary tale for Whigs such as Henry Clay, and
increasingly also Lincoln, who believed in the importance of strong
and centralized federal governmental institutions as an important fea-
ture in the national program for internal improvements. On the other
hand, Texas’s 1836 independence and the Mexican War that started in
1846 had a direct link with the U.S. Southern slaveholders’ attempts
to expand the area of influence of American slavery, since the type of
slavery that was practiced in Texas was associated with cotton agricul-
ture in the antebellum American South, which was then progressing
toward its highest levels of production.*® With the 1848 end of the
Mexican War, therefore, the slave system would prove as powerful
as ever, and this might also have provided a cautionary tale for the
Whigs, and especially for Lincoln, who, effectively, came into contact
for the first time with the issue of slavery’s expansion, an issue that
would become central in his political career only a few years later.”

In that same 184749 congressional term, in a particularly impor-
tant speech at the House of Representatives on June 20, 1848,
Lincoln explained how he intended to put in practice the eco-
nomic policies required by a program on internal improvements on
a national scale. The speech has been analyzed in detail by Gabor
Boritt in his 1978 study Lincoln and the Economics of the American
Dream—still unrivalled as an analysis of Lincoln’s economic poli-
cies.*8 However, subsequent historiography has mostly focused on
Lincoln’s defense of internal improvement in relation to constitu-
tional issues—particularly through his point that, in the words of
Mark Neely, “practical demands for internal improvements should
outweigh any minor constitutional doubt or controversy”—thereby
mostly overlooking the speech’s crucial significance in the context of
Lincoln’s economic thought.*” In the speech, Lincoln told his fel-
low congressmen that, in order to achieve the objective of national
economic progress, they should:

let the nation take hold of the larger works, and the states the smaller
ones . . . what is made unequal in one place may be equalized in
another, extravagance avoided, and the whole country put on that
career of prosperity, which shall correspond with its extent of territory,
its natural resources, and the intelligence and enterprise of its people.>?

For Lincoln, there was no question that a carefully planned and har-
moniously executed program of internal improvements such as the
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one he had devised, in conjunction with a policy of adoption of pro-
tective tariffs for American manufactures and of construction of a cen-
tralized national bank, would have ensured the nation’s prosperity.
More than this, it was clear to him that the nation’s economic pros-
perity was the necessary requirement to guarantee equal opportunities
to all the nation’s citizens.

Four years later, in his July 6, 1852, speech “Eulogy on Henry
Clay,” who had died the previous week, Lincoln made the above
points even clearer while summarizing both the philosophy of his
“beau ideal of statesman,” as he called Clay, and also his own. Lincoln
said that Clay “loved his country . . . mostly because it was a free
country; and he burned with a zeal for its advancement, prosperity
and glory, because he saw in such, the advancement, prosperity and
glory of human liberty, human right and human nature.”®! Essen-
tially, this was Lincoln’s clearest statement to date of his belief in the
indissolubility of the link between economic advancement and guar-
antee of basic civic rights—the two pillars of progressive nationalism.
Significantly, these were also the two main tenets at the heart of the
moderate liberal thought of Cavour, whose ideas had a great deal in
common with Lincoln’s own in terms of linking together economic
advancement and civic rights. At the same time, though, the differ-
ent ways in which the two statesmen expressed these basic ideas was
determined, necessarily, by the great difference in sociopolitical set-
ting between the American republican system and the Piedmontese
dynastic monarchy, which became a constitutional state with its own
parliament and official parties and political affiliations only in 1848.

CAVOUR AND EcONOMIC PROGRESS IN
NINETEENTH-CENTURY PIEDMONT

To be sure, Cavour’s upbringing could not have been more different
from Lincoln’s. Born in 1810 as the cadet son of a prestigious aristo-
cratic family, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour, felt very strongly the
power of inheritance. His family had a long tradition of landowning
and armed service to the House of Savoy, customarily associated with
the Piedmontese nobility in the northern Italian Kingdom of Sardinia.
In 1820, when Cavour was only ten years old, his father sent him
to the Royal Military Academy, where Cavour received a formal and
conservative type of education, centered mostly on the knowledge of
French, the language spoken in Piedmont at the time, of Italian, and,
above all, of mathematics and sciences—subjects in which he excelled
and which led to his appointment as an officer in the Engineer Corps
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in the Sardinian Army in 1825.%2 Later in life, Cavour stated that
he regretted not having been taught the importance of knowing the
great literary works in the early phases of his education, and he tried
to compensate for this in his adult life by reading some of the most
important novels of his time. In fact, according to Rosario Romeo, in
these early years, Cavour’s “real inclinations and his deepest interests
lay somewhere else [than mathematics]: in Political Science and Eth-
ics, in History and Political Economy”—disciplines that he cultivated
in his private reading time.>3 In truth, Cavour’s knowledge of math-
ematics and science were crucial for his intellectual development, since
he applied a scientific approach to all the different realms of his activi-
ties, from agriculture to economy and politics. Yet, he combined this
scientific attitude with a yearning for personal fulfillment beyond the
narrow horizons of his noble status in nineteenth-century Piedmont,
and this yearning led him to approach the works of the great liberal
French and English thinkers.

Between 1827 and 1830, in his main task as a commissioned officer
in the Sardinian Army’s Engineer Corps, Cavour was stationed in vari-
ous locations to take care of roads, bridges, and fortifications in the
solitary and mountainous areas of Piedmont. In those years, Cavour
spent a great deal of time reading, according to Giuseppe Talamo,
authors ranging “from Benjamin Constant to Guizot, from Bentham
to Smith, from Condillac to Comte, from Robertson to Chateau-
briand, from Machiavelli to Montesquieu.”* Part of the reason for
Cavour’s acquaintance with these authors was his brief sojourn in
Geneva, in 1827, where he came in contact with a much more cultur-
ally open and intellectually stimulating milieu than the one in Turin.
From reading Benjamin Constant, in particular, Cavour learned that
true Christianity was based on the freedom of conscience, rather than
on the belief in the pope’s infallibility, and that “humankind’s spiri-
tual progress and [true] religious sentiment” were, therefore, inex-
tricably tied together. This was, effectively, a crucial concept in the
development of Cavour’s liberalism as a sociopolitical system based
on the effort toward improvement and personal fulfillment in a soci-
ety and a nation of responsible and responsibly represented individu-
als.>® Also, from reading the works of Francois Guizot, a key figure in
European liberalism and a protagonist of the 1830 revolution in Paris
(an event that had a lasting impression on the young Cavour) and of
the subsequent French governments until 1848, Cavour learned the
importance of thinking about progress as a gradual and moderate,
rather than abrupt, process, and yet one that required a rupture with
the past—another crucial concept in his future liberal thought and
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practice. Finally, in Jeremy Bentham’s Utilitarian philosophy, Cavour
found a rational philosophical justification for his desire to operate
for the improvement of humankind through politics, and therefore a
crucial motivation for his future political career. Effectively, by engag-
ing with these different readings, Cavour showed an independence of
thought that led him to sympathize with liberal politics and ultimately
to resign from the Sardinian Army in 1831.%¢

Throughout the 1830s and the 1840s, Cavour took care of the
family’s large landholdings at Leri, and, as he did so, he set to dedicate
himself to the business of agriculture with the passion of the mod-
ernizer, showing clear signs of what the conservative nobility called
a “bourgeois attitude.” In his own estate at Leri, Cavour proved to
be a model resident and experimental landowner, and, from 1843,
he established a fruitful collaboration with Giacinto Corio, his estate
administrator and agent. In a flurry of activities that tell us a great
deal about Cavour’s personal passion for learning as much as he could
about agricultural management and that reached its peak in 1845-50),
Cavour showed with his own example the difference that resident
landownership made in relation to the economics of landed estates.
Following the agronomic treatises he read constantly, he sought to
experiment with different types of scientific techniques of cultivation,
and eventually he gave a major contribution to Piedmontese agri-
culture through the introduction of new fertilizers, such as guano,
and also of new machinery on his own landed estate.®” If we were
to place Cavour’s efforts at agrarian modernization within the wider
context, though, we would notice that the drive toward scientific agri-
culture and the increasing importance of the doctrine and practice
of agronomy are themes that we can casily find among all the land-
owning classes that lived in the Euro-American peripheral regions of
the nineteenth-century world economy. In southern Europe, these
regions included Italy, both north and south, and Spain.>®

In nineteenth-century Spain, in particular, the regions with reform-
ist landowners who were the equivalent of Piedmont’s progressive
agrarian elite included the areas of commercial agriculture on the
coast, from Catalonia to Cadiz, which were grown with cash crops
such as Valencian oranges and Catalonian wine grapes. In Spain, thus,
entrepreneurial attitudes tended to be associated with this type of
commercial agriculture, and agrarian reformers attempted to prompt
the older landowning class, which lived off the rent of the large grain
estates (latifundin), to engage in agricultural modernization through
the conversion of some of the land to horticulture. This feature shows
particularly well in studies of the cultural and scientific press of the
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southern Spanish region of Murcia, latifundin-based, a region where,
as in Piedmont, nineteenth-century agrarian reformers supported the
necessity of modernization specifically through the implementation
of chemical fertilizers and the renovation of traditional agricultural
industries, such as silk. In areas such as Catalonia, this had led to
a comparable move to Piedmontese proto-industrialization. At the
same time, progressive landowners gathered in regional institu-
tions, such as the Cantabrian Economic Society, and also debated on
prestigious economic journals, such as—from the 1830s—the Cat-
alan-based Revista de Agricoltura Pratica (Review of Practical Agri-
culture), in which they engaged in discussions over what constituted
modern agriculture.”® Even though Spanish commercial agriculture
and proto-industrialization were not considered a model to follow
by Piedmontese agricultural reformers such as Cavour in nineteenth-
century northern Italy, the fact that in a neighboring southern Euro-
pean country the agrarian elites engaged in comparable experiments
at modernization of their landed estates through the implementation
of agronomy and scientific agricultural techniques is indicative of
the general European agronomic milieu to which Cavour belonged.
Moreover, the similarities in agronomic attitudes among the European
elites also included the foundation of agricultural societies and the
publication of agricultural journals, such as those in Spain mentioned
earlier, as forums for discussion among the landowners—both prac-
tices that, as we shall see, characterized the activities of the reformist
Piedmontese landowning elite to which Cavour belonged.®?

At the same time, an important element that emerges clearly from
the analysis of the modernizing efforts of the reformist landed elites
in Europe is the attempt by progressive landowners to establish a
paternalistic relationship with their tenants.%! In Cavour’s case, it is
clear from the documents that he sought to do so with his own ten-
ants, whom he rewarded for their interest in improvement, and, in a
famous and often quoted 1844 essay called Thoughts on Ireland: Its
Present and Its Future, Cavour argued that Irish Protestant landown-
ers ought to do the same with their own, mostly Catholic, tenants in
Ireland.? In fact, in the mid-nineteenth century Cavour’s Piedmont
was akin to both Ireland and Spain in its status of peripheral region
to the great economic movements caused by the industrial revolution.
Yet, comparable to Lincoln’s Illinois—which, in the 1850s, was at
the start of a process that would end with its transformation “from
a grazing to a corn state in the 1860s,” thanks to increasing farm-
ing activity and to the building of the Illinois Central Railroad®—
Piedmont was also placed in an ideal position for close contact, in
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terms of communications and transfer of entreprenecurial skills, with
more economically advanced and industrialized regions, in this case
northern European countries such as France, and, especially Britain.

In fact, Cavour’s ideas about economy, which he saw rationally
and scientifically as a result of his early education in mathematics,
were particularly influenced by the reading of British classical politi-
cal economists such as, especially, Adam Smith and David Ricardo.
In practice, while these authors acquainted Cavour with the social
problems related to industrialization, they also convinced him that
England was the model modernizing society, supported by a thriving
economy and by an unparalleled degree of political freedom and civic
equality, by liberal standards, in the whole European continent. To
his readings and studies, though—which led him, as early as 1834, to
publish as his first work a summary in French of the British govern-
ment’s Report by the 1832 Royal Commission into the Operation of
the Poor Laws, the document that would lead to the implementation
of the 1834 Poor Law Amendment Act—Cavour also added a first-
hand knowledge of England, matured through two trips he made to
London and other English cities in 1835 and in 1843.%4

In both trips, Cavour maintained as his main aim the observation
and study of Britain’s modern sociopolitical institutions and of its
cconomic achievements in an effort to understand if and how it was
possible for his native Piedmont to follow in England’s footsteps.
Certainly, in his first trip, in May 1835, Cavour confirmed his admira-
tion for England, especially through his visits in London to the Royal
Geographical Society and to the model prisons built according to
Jeremy Bentham’s “Panopticon” system, and then through his first-
hand witnessing, in Liverpool, Manchester, and Birmingham, of the
industrial revolution at its peak and of the proliferation of railroads
connecting cities and towns. Yet, already in that first trip, Cavour
also witnessed the strains that shook the British system through the
controversies over the liberalization of the grain trade, the municipal
reform, and, above all, the “Irish Question,” as he witnessed debates
at the House of Commons in which the great Irish statesman Daniel
O’Connell participated. In contrast to his first trip, in his second trip
to England in April-May 1843, Cavour seems to have focused his
attention almost exclusively on the ongoing debate about the liberal-
ization of the grain trade and on the massive development in railroad
building.%®

Also as a consequence of these influences, even in his landowning
business, Cavour sought to provide a model of rational estate man-
agement according to up-to-date methods implemented in England
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and in northern Europe. Therefore, from the start, he linked his own
private activity as progressive landowner with the spread of especially
English progressive economic theories and practices in his native Pied-
mont. Not only did he write numerous essays on agricultural innova-
tions, such as chemical fertilization, but also, in 1842, he was one
of the thirty-six foundational members of the Associazione Agraria
Subalpina (Subalpine Agrarian Association, or AAS), a progressive
agricultural association that, significantly, opened its doors to both
noblemen and bourgeoisie and encouraged collaboration between the
two classes.®® According to its Constitution, this new agrarian asso-
ciation, which included all the Piedmontese landowners interested in
agronomy, aimed to gather “all . . . the various elements of agricultural
progress” by promoting improvement in farming methods and by dis-
seminating information on scientific agriculture.®” As a consequence,
“in the space of a few years”—in Emanuele Faccenda’s words—“the
AAS became an institution capable of giving voice to the most cre-
ative instances of development of the country, and, at the same time,
of working intensely with a view to the renewal of the Piedmontese
economy through its support of a radical improvement in agrarian
techniques.” The AAS did this specifically through the conferring of
prizes for agrarian inventions and performances, through the trans-
lation of important agronomic treatises, through the foundation of
agrarian schools, and through the dissemination of, and debate on,
agronomic practices in the articles published on its official organ: the
Gazzetta dell’ Associnzione Agraria (Gazette of the Agrarian Associa-
tion, 1842-48).8

Uniquely in 1840s Piedmont, the AAS encouraged the participa-
tion of both nobility and bourgeoisie in its activities and debates. In
fact, even though the majority of the initial 1,725 members belonged
to the court aristocracy—as they were those who effectively owned
most of the land and the largest landed estates—there were also many
professionals, especially lawyers, even though only some of them were
landed proprictors. At the same time, according to Anthony Cardoza,
“the association [also] had a broader social mission,” since it encour-
aged collaboration between the upper and the lower classes toward
the general aim of agricultural improvement.®® In practice, the Asso-
ciation aimed, as Faccenda has pointed out, “to improve the lot of
tenants . . . making them protagonists of a type of social progress that
was contained within determined and precise moderate limits,” thus
making sure that, as a result of the improvement of their condition,
the tenants would not embrace the option of a revolution and would,
instead, have an interest in preserving the right to property.”°
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In 1843, Cavour wrote in the Gazzetta that “the best way to pro-
mote the advancement of the agrarian economy is to encourage the
zeal of those [very] individuals . . . who know how best to cultivate
the land.””! In other words, Cavour told the Piedmontese landown-
ers to give incentives to the peasants, who were much closer to the
land, and therefore knew best how to improve it—as he had hypoth-
esized that the Protestant landowners should do with their Catho-
lic tenants in Ireland. In practice, Cavour embraced wholeheartedly
what effectively amounted to “a rational program of modernization
of the economic, productive, and socio-political system of the coun-
try,” in the words of Antonio Chiavistelli, put forward by the AAS.”?
Even though Cavour was actually away for most of the first months
of existence of the AAS, when he returned in the summer of 1843, he
became immediately engaged in a number of activities related to it,
from presiding on meetings to writing articles for the Gazzetta, con-
ferring prizes, and participating in various committees.”?

Yet, even if he wholly embraced the principles and objectives of the
AAS, in that same period Cavour also distanced himself from the ideas
that other members had on the best way to achieve those objectives—
ideas that entailed a much larger degree of intervention by the gov-
ernment in support of various initiatives than he had in mind, leading
to a control on individual freedom, which, to Cavour, raised in the
tradition of French and English liberalism, was unthinkable. This
profound dissent is at the heart of an important article published by
Cavour on the Gazzetta, “Considerazioni sulla poca convenienza di
stabilire poderi-modello in Piemonte” (Considerations on the little
need to establish model farms in Piedmont, 1843), in which he argued
against the establishment of model farms by the Piedmontese govern-
ment. His opponents wished simply that the government transferred
to Piedmont the agronomic practices and patterns that had been suc-
cessful in other countries, specifically Prussia, one of the centers of
European agronomic culture.”* Arguing against the Prussian idea
of model farms managed by the state, also because of all the costs
that this entailed, and about the practical difficulties of creating and
conducting eftectively large-scale agronomic schools or experimental
fields, Cavour invoked the English example: “there [in England], the
intelligent and educated individuals who, from the mid-cighteenth
century have dedicated themselves to agricultural progress . . . have
simply prompted the study of the practitioners, enlightening them
and directing them on the way to improvement, and giving them all
the encouragement they could avail of.””> In other words, follow-
ing the English tradition of economic liberalism, Cavour argued that
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the AAS ought to support with its activities the small, but gradual
improvements made by the individual entrepreneurial and progressive
landowners, which were better in terms of cost, quality, and practical
returns, provided that those landowners were left free to make experi-
ments and debate about them.

Doubtless, if progressive noblemen such as Cavour could collaborate
with progressive individuals outside the noble circles in an association
with common objectives related to agrarian reform, the way was open
to future collaboration between progressive nobility and bourgeoisie
in the political arena.”® This collaboration was a key point of Cavour’s
long-term project of “progressive nationalism”—a project that neces-
sarily began with a focus on economic development. Comparably to
Lincoln, Cavour saw an entire world of possibilities materializing in
front of him as a result of the spread of the industrial revolution, which
was then affecting Piedmont both by prompting the Piedmontese
landowners’ drive toward agrarian modernization and by causing the
growth of a domestic textile sector, as a result of an increasing world
market demand, especially for woven silk. In particular, as mentioned
carlier, the demand for woven silk had caused the employment of a
number of peasant families in the textile mills of Piedmont and Lom-
bardy, the first example of factories in the two regions and the cause of
the phenomenon that scholars have called proto-industrialization. In
practice, for Cavour, as for Lincoln, economic development, in all its
forms, was not only the best way to integrate the regional economic
system and link it effectively to the mechanisms of the world market,
but also an indispensable part of the road to a national progress that
would have guaranteed a better possibility for equal opportunities for
a larger number of the nation’s citizens.””

LincoLN, EcONOMIC PROGRESS,
LIBERTY, AND RAILROADS

It is not surprising that Lincoln joined his conviction of the necessity
of a systematic program of national economic progress with a strong
belief in the principles of liberty and equality set in the Declaration of
Independence. In his view, slavery could have no part, as it was up to
the individual, once equal opportunities were given to him, to prove
his worth. As Lincoln progressed in his political career, the economic
reasoning became the basis of a firm antislavery position. It was, in
the end, a combination of both his natural abhorrence of the slave
system and his belief in the superiority of free labor for the economy
of the nation that provided him with the moral grounds on which to
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commit himself to active antislavery politics.”® Doubtless, Lincoln had
been contemplating such a thought while a Whig statesman. In fact,
despite not mentioning the issue of the expansion of slavery in his
speeches against the Mexican War, during his 1847—-49 congressional
term Lincoln supported the Wilmot Proviso, which, it passed, would
have prohibited slavery from extending to the territories acquired
from Mexico, while in January 1849, he proposed a bill for the grad-
ual emancipation of the slaves, followed by a period of “apprentice-
ship” and with compensation to the slaveholders, in the U.S. capital
Washington and in the District of Columbia.”® Yet, it was the crisis
of the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act and the increasingly real possibil-
ity of slavery’s further expansion into the west—the same issue he
had already confronted at the time of the Mexican War—that pushed
Lincoln decisively toward the antislavery camp. Then, in 1856, as he
joined the declaredly antislavery Republican Party, Lincoln came to
the conclusion that there was an ideal link between the Whig and the
Republican ideologies of economic progress as the indispensable basis
for equal opportunities for the citizens of a free American nation.3?
Three years later, in 1859, Lincoln gave a significant speech in his
Address to the Wisconsin State Agricultural Society. Though it is true
that, unlike Cavour, Lincoln never retained an interest in agriculture
after he left his family’s farm in his youth, he was acutely aware of
the importance of farming and farmers in the overall program for
internal improvements of the nation. As a Whig statesman, when he
sat in the Illinois Legislature—similarly, in this, to Cavour—Lincoln
was an advocate of agricultural societies, and a supporter of agrar-
ian improvement, a theme that resonated with his 1859 speech in
Wisconsin. As Eric Foner has noted, in that speech, Lincoln “lauded
the advantages of scientific, mechanized farming, urging agricultural-
ists to combine physical labor with ‘cultivated thought.” These atti-
tudes were characteristic of the Whig Party.”8! In praising the virtues
of the free labor epitomized by farmers, Lincoln argued that it was
practiced by the majority of Americans, and therefore, as Michael D.
Johnson has noticed commenting on the speech, “in effect, Lincoln
proclaimed free labor the truly American system.”$2 But Lincoln went
further than that, summarizing his overall philosophy with revealing
words: “let us hope . . . that by the best cultivation of the physical
world, beneath and around us, and the intellectual and moral world
within us, we shall secure an individual, social, and political prosperity
and happiness, whose course shall be onward and upward, and which,
while the earth endures, shall not pass away.”83 Therefore, he made
a clear connection between his free labor ideology, deeply steeped in
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Whig economic theory, and the Republican vision of the immense
positive changes that free labor could produce in terms of guarantee-
ing the economic, social, and political progress of the nation and of all
its citizens, ultimately by effectively placing the United States at the
vanguard of the civilized world.

By then, according to Peter Parish, “Lincoln and others [had]
espoused a kind of ameliorative nationalism. The aim of improvement
was directed at individuals, the nation, economic advancement, and
social and moral development.”84 Still following Parish, by embracing
the new type of “ameliorative nationalism,” “the Republicans took
over the belief'in the positive use of powers of an active and energetic
federal government in order to promote national development.”$?
In fact, according to Richard Bensel, by 1860 the Republicans had
defined a program for the U.S. national political economy, according
to which they “threw the entire weight of the federal government
behind the expansion of northern industry and homestead agricul-
ture.” The Republicans’ program would achieve its first major result
with Lincoln’s victory in the 1860 presidential election, since “Lin-
coln’s election heralded the ascension to power of a broad alliance of
northern industrial capital, labor, and landowning farmers.”8¢ This
broad alliance was possible because, as Peter Parish has noticed, in the
Republicans’ vision national progress simply manifested itself in dif-
ferent realms—economic (with its various sectors, in a view that owed
much to the Whigs), social, and moral—and all of these realms were
connected to one another and worked together harmoniously toward
the single, overarching objective of creating a strong, free, American
nation. Yet, even though, in essence, the features Parish has identified
as clements of “ameliorative nationalism” can easily fit the ideology
I have called progressive nationalism, we must remember that there
is also an important difference between the two definitions. In fact,
unlike ameliorative nationalism, which Parish intended as simply a way
to define the nationalist characteristics of the U.S. Republican Party,
progressive nationalism defines an ideology that was much wider in
scope and that subsumed novel attempts at national consolidation
based on progressive features in an age of nation-building that char-
acterized both America and Europe.?” In Lincoln’s United States,
those features—namely economic progress and guarantee of basic
civil rights on a national scale—defined themselves best through the
Republican Party’s ameliorative nationalism, but in Europe they were
at the heart of liberal nationalism in several countries and regions,
including Cavour’s Piedmont, where they were the main tenets of the
Moderate Liberals’ program.
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To be sure, Lincoln did not just make his policy of advocating eco-
nomic progress as a means to the nation’s advancement the central
feature of his political career; he also linked it to the development
of his entire legal profession. Throughout Lincoln’s life, as Daniel
Walker Howe reminds us, “in these callings [the political and the
legal] he kept in close contact with the business world”88—a fact that
shows with particular clarity in his close association with the interests
of railroad companies. In 1850-51, plans for the construction of a
major railroad in Illinois were revived when the federal government
provided Illinois with a grant of more than 2.5 million acres for the
construction of railroads by a corporation over the next ten years. In
February 1851, the Illinois Central Railroad was chartered for the
construction of a main railroad line in Illinois within four years and of
subsidiary branches in another six years. It did much better than that,
and the Illinois railroad network was all but completed by Septem-
ber 1856—the same year Lincoln joined the Republican Party, as the
nation was torn apart by sectional conflict, and reaffirmed his commit-
ment to free labor as the pillar on which to build the national program
of internal improvements. According to William Thomas, not only
was the Illinois Central Railroad “the single biggest project in this
region,” but also, one of its main effects “in the 1850s . . . was to
show Americans in both sections just how fast, and dense, and inter-
nationally significant, northern free labor development could be.”%?

Overall, between 1840 and 1860, the railroad mileage in Illinois
grew, astonishingly, from twenty-six miles to over thirty thousand
miles, effectively in less than two decades. At the very heart of the
realization of this massive program for internal improvements and cre-
ation of an integrated state communication network—which, likely,
Lincoln saw as a small-scale regional version of a similar effort on the
national scale—was the Illinois Central Railroad. In 1853, while a suc-
cessful lawyer in Springfield, Lincoln was approached by the Illinois
Central Railroad, and, as Allen Guelzo has argued, “this was only
the beginning of a long and highly profitable relationship between
Lincoln and the Illinois Central, which became his most important
corporate client.”® In fact, between 1853 and 1860, he defended
the company in more than fifty legal cases, eleven of which argued
in the Supreme Court, and particularly famous among them was the
case Illinois Central Railroad v. County of McLean, where Lincoln’s
victory saved the company half a million dollars or more. Lincoln
had been long convinced of the paramount importance of railroads
in both regional and national economic development—*“a never fail-
ing source,” as he himself said, “of communication between places of
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business.””! It was in this spirit that he defended the powerful Illinois
Central Railroad from legal suits, and, in the process, he achieved the
most important legal victories of his career.?

Aside from the specificity of the legal cases, it is important to note
that Lincoln’s absolute faith in the power of the railroads to not just
connect localities, but to create a real, integrated, national economy
as an indispensable basis for social and civic progress—according to
the main tenets of progressive nationalism—did not exist in isolation.
In particular, according to the most recent scholarship, many of those
who voted for Lincoln and the Republican Party in 1860 identified
market integration and commercial expansion in the new western
territories within a free labor system with railroad development—so
much so that William Thomas has remarked that “a whole generation
of young men, active in politics, business, and community life, became
what we might call ‘Railroad Republicans.””?3 At the same time, look-
ing beyond the United States, in a more international dimension, the
connection between railroad expansion and progress was also a very
popular idea among nineteenth-century European progressive intel-
lectuals and politicians, such as, in northern Italy, Piedmontese noble-
man Camillo Cavour. Thus, if, in the mid-nineteenth-century United
States, belief in the importance of railroads and, in general, in indus-
trial technology and its potentials for the national economy identified
the believer as a “Whig,” in the European countries this same belief
was invariably classified as related to a “bourgeois” attitude main-
tained by ecither the middle class or, in the case of Cavour, by pro-
gressive aristocratic members of the ennobled elite. In truth, several
members of the progressive liberal aristocracy—especially those who
followed the English model—were more than ready to explore the
new economic possibilities and, thus, they helped to blur the lines
of division between the nobility and the middle class in the name of
progress. Cavour was one such progressive liberal aristocrat, one who
looked to England as a model, and one with a firm belief in economic
and political progress as two sides of the same coin of progressive
nationalism.”*

CAVOUR, EcoNOMIC PROGRESS,
AND LIBERAL REFORMS

There is no doubt that Cavour thought of England as the model
country to follow on a path to modernization that integrated agri-
culture and industry and gave a prominent role to the nation’s gov-
ernment; the latter’s role would guarantee necessary antiprotectionist
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legislation, in order to boost interstate trade as much as possible, and
would also provide the necessary infrastructure through the construc-
tion of an efficient transport system based on railroads. Shortly after
his second trip to England, Cavour supported these views in an 1845
essay, “De la question relative a la legislation anglaise sur le commerce
des cereals” [ On the Issue of the English Laws on the Trade in Cereals],
which led to another related essay in 1847, “Dell’influenza che la
nuova politica commerciale inglese deve esercitare sul mondo eco-
nomico e sull’Italia in particolare” [On the Influence that England’s
New Commercial Policy must Exercise on the World Economy, and
on Italy in particular]. The latter essay closely followed the British Par-
liament’s abolition of the Corn Laws, thus supporting free trade, as
Cavour had hoped.?® Also, in 1846, Cavour published an important
article called “Des chemins de fer en Italie” [ On Railroads in Italy], in
which he advocated concerted efforts by the legitimate Italian states
toward the construction of an integrated northern Italian railroad
network.”® In practice, Cavour believed that to embrace both agrar-
ian modernization and industrialization, and therefore to join the
world of economic possibilities opened by the effects of the industrial
revolution, meant, effectively, to provide the nation with that strong
cconomy that was the other side of the coin of a healthy sociopolitical
system—a course of action that, in his view, resembled the one that his
model country of England had followed during the industrial revolu-
tion. In this respect, it is interesting to notice that, from the economic
point of view, as it might be expected, Britain seems to have been also
Lincoln’s model, since, according to Gabor Boritt, as early as 1846, in
thinking of American economic development, “Lincoln simply took it
for granted that his country . . . would be able to produce manufac-
tures as efficiently . . . as England.”®”

Yet, unlike Lincoln, in professing his admiration for England
Cavour was a staunch supporter of free trade. The reason Cavour’s
economic beliefs—similarly to the creed of all the liberal upper classes
in Europe—were strictly antiprotectionist related to both the par-
ticular European liberal economic tradition that he embraced and
to the particular conditions of Italy, where encouragement of trade
exchanges and opening to foreign markets were indispensable fea-
tures of a program for the economic recovery of a number of poorly
connected and underdeveloped regions. Clearly, this was a major
difference between Cavour and Lincoln, since Lincoln supported
wholeheartedly Whig protectionist policies, which—in Eric Foner’s
words—“centered on a tariff on imported manufactured goods to
aid industry and protect American workers from the competition of
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low-wage foreign labor.”?® Also later on, after he joined the Repub-
lican Party, Lincoln continued to be protectionist for similar reasons,
even though as president, in 1861, he clarified that he envisioned a
protectionist policy “just and equal to all sections of the country and
classes of people.”®® On the other hand, starting from opposite prem-
ises, Cavour’s economic liberalism was based on the idea that freedom
of trade would have allowed competition and, therefore, improve-
ment in both industry and agriculture.!% In Cavour’s thought, the
goal of expansion of production through technological /managerial
improvement and freedom of trade was the pillar that supported eco-
nomic development; ultimately, it would have also led to sociopolitical
progress. In fact, as Luciano Cafagna has noted, Cavour’s economic
liberalism was inextricably linked to his sociopolitical liberalism. In
both cases, Cavour meant freedom as a “liberation of positive ener-
gies,” and thus as the indispensable requirement to allow progress in
the shape of lively entrepreneurial activity and political debate; in turn,
progress would lead to the construction of a sound economy and also
to the extension of constitutional rights of representation in an elected
parliament.1%! Therefore, in Marco Meriggi’s words, Cavour’s vision
was one in which “faith in political freedom was tied in an indissoluble
way to faith in the virtues of bourgeois” political economy.!02

By 1847, these ideas had become the heart of the ideological line
of Cavour’s own newspaper, significantly called I/ Risorgimento (The
Resurgence). In the very first issue, Cavour stated in an article that
“a nation’s political resurgence can never be disjointed from its eco-
nomic resurgence.”'%3 Then, on March 4, 1848, Piedmontese King
Charles Albert conceded the Liberal Constitution (Statuto Albertino),
which transformed overnight Cavour’s native Kingdom of Sardinia
into a constitutional monarchy with a Parliament whose members
were elected among the propertied classes—the only constitutional
political system in the entire Italian peninsula to survive the post-1848
reactionary wave with the 1850s restoration of absolutist govern-
ments. In an article published in I/ Risorgimento less than a week after
the King’s concession of the Liberal Constitution, Cavour praised the
fact that, in it, “the freedom of the press, and individual liberty are
solemnly guaranteed,” and that, in sum, “all the great principles . . .
that form the true basis of freedom are frankly and resolutely
affirmed.”!%* The Liberal Constitution, therefore, became a symbol
of progress, and the Moderate Liberals, the party that Cavour headed
in the 1850s, aimed at promoting political progress through the con-
stitution, in conjunction with economic progress through scientific
and technological innovation. In 1849, Cavour was elected Member
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of Parliament, and in 1850 he became Minister of Agriculture and
Commerce.!% By then he had devised a consistent project of eco-
nomic development that, although based on liberal economic prin-
ciples, resembled in its breadth of scope Henry Clay’s “American
System.” Both Clay’s and Cavour’s plans, in fact, were comprehen-
sive projects of development whose fundamental principle lay in the
need for an integration between the different sectors of the economy
enhanced within a framework of crucial legal and political support
provided by the nation’s government. Ultimately, Cavour, similarly to
Clay, believed that such a comprehensive economic program would
have benefited all the nation’s citizens, and therefore, in both cases,
the program became a pillar of progressive nationalism.!0°

Regarding Cavour, Rosario Romeo, in particular, has argued that,
after 1850, the Piedmontese statesman envisioned a complex eco-
nomic program in which the implementation of freedom of trade
would have accompanied the simultaneous creation of a host of “struc-
tures and institutions.” Chief among these were the “postal services,
railroad transportation, shipping lines, banking institutions”—the lat-
ter being especially important, given Cavour’s links with the world
of international finance, and especially with the powerful Rothschild
family.107 All these infrastructures—Cavour thought—would work
together harmoniously in an integrated whole for the nation. Effec-
tively, the comprehensive plan of economic reform that Cavour had in
mind was to form the blueprint for the economic and administrative
unification of a future Italian nation. Thus, in practice, in the mid-
1850s, after his 1852 appointment as Prime Minister of the Kingdom
of Sardinia, Cavour created and executed a program for the economic
development of Piedmont that anticipated his economic guidelines
for the development of a future unified Italy. In an 1853 speech in the
Piedmontese Parliament, in summarizing his early achievements and
exhorting the Deputies to support him, Cavour stated that

instead of limiting ourselves and rejecting any idea for improvement or
for big enterprises, instead of attempting in every possible way to bal-
ance the budget, we have preferred to promote all the works of public
utility, to develop all the elements of progress that are present in our
state, to awaken, everywhere in the country, all the possible industrial
and economic activities.108

In fact, stimulated by the long-range and integrated economic pro-
gram launched by the Cavour administration, agriculture and trade
flourished, while textile mills gave Piedmont an early start in the
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process of Italian proto-industrialization.!% As Guido Pescosolido has
noticed, Cavour essentially conceived the role of Piedmont, and later
of Italy, in the global economy as “complementary to the industrial-
ized economies” of England and northwestern Europe, and as allow-
ing room for “a great and sudden agricultural development, but also
for the growth of food, textile, and . . . also mechanical and chemical
industries.” In practice, Cavour’s program for achieving such a scale
of economic development rested on the two pillars of economic pro-
tectionism and of modernization of infrastructures and of the trans-
portation system.!10

Significantly, within this wide-ranging program, railroads played a
particularly important role, as Cavour, similarly to Lincoln, was con-
vinced that they symbolized the very essence of economic progress,
because of their potential to both integrate the national market and
also to connect it to distant markets. At the same time, railroads were
also a symbol of progress because their construction by the govern-
ment was beneficial to the people and the nation as a whole. In this
regard, in his famous 1846 essay on Italian railroads, Cavour had
written that “governments have the destiny of their peoples in trust,
and railroad building is therefore a powerful instrument of progress
which testifies to the benevolent intentions of each government.”11!
In other words, only a liberal constitutional government that truly
represented the interests of the people could have an interest in build-
ing railroads. With this in mind, Cavour advocated both the institu-
tion of a liberal parliamentary system and the creation of a railroad
network in Piedmont until when, after the king’s concession of the
Liberal Constitution and the installation of the Parliament in 1848 it
was possible for him to actually promote, through different financial
operations, a great deal of the development in Piedmontese railroad
building in the early 1850s.112

Yet, Cavour went further than that by clearly linking economics
and politics on a national, not just regional, scale, and advocating the
construction of railroads as a means not only to accelerate integration
of the Piedmontese market, but also, ultimately, to transform “the
people of Ttaly in both economic and moral terms.”!!3 By the time he
became Minister of Agriculture and Commerce and then Minister of
Finance, Cavour was able to give a fundamental impulse to the cre-
ation of an integrated Piedmontese railroad network, with which he
provided the other Italian states with an example to imitate. He did so
especially through his support of the June 14, 1852 Act, which char-
tered two major British companies with the construction of two cru-
cial railroads, one from Turin to Susa and the other one from Turin to
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Novara, which crisscrossed and linked together the Piedmontese ter-
ritory from east to west. At the same time, still prompted by Cavour,
the Piedmontese government strove to connect the Piedmontese rail-
road network with the French railroad network, so as to link together
regional and international markets, a goal that was fully achieved only
a few years after the start of Cavour’s first term as Prime Minister
(1852-55). Significantly, Cavour’s ideas of construction of a strong
national economy also had an important element in the strengthening
of a national bank—a goal that Cavour attended to throughout his
years as Prime Minister in the Piedmontese government and an impor-
tant feature of his Moderate Liberal economic thought that he shared
with Lincoln’s support for Whig and Republican political economies,
both of which emphasized, similarly, the crucial importance of the
presence of a strong national bank in the United States.!1#

The main tenets of the ideology and mindset of progressive
nationalism—specifically, the belief in economic advancement as the
indispensable basis for the guarantee of civic rights to the nation’s
citizens—clearly informed the ideas and actions of both Lincoln and
Cavour, first during their early careers mostly outside national politics,
and then in their first important experiences as representatives in the
U.S. Congress and in the Piedmontese Parliament. Though born at
different ends of the social spectrum and raised with different oppor-
tunities for learning, both Lincoln and Cavour lived their early lives in
peripheral regions—the U.S. Midwest and northwestern Italy—and
acquired a great deal of knowledge mostly through reading, and later
on, through significant trips—Lincoln to New Orleans and Cavour
to England—which opened their eyes to the outside world, and to
its rapid, ongoing, and immense economic transformations. As they
came of age, Lincoln and Cavour followed different paths, entirely
consistent with their upbringing—Lincoln’s “bourgeois” legal profes-
sion vs. Cavour’s “aristocratic” landownership. Yet, in their intellec-
tual education and formation, they confronted similar problems from
different angles and in different contexts. In the 1830s and 1840s,
through his activity as a lawyer and as a member of the Illinois Leg-
islature, Lincoln promoted the Whig program of internal improve-
ments and economic advancement that was at the heart of Henry
Clay’s “American System.” In the same period, as he acted as resident
landowner on his estate and was also a member of the AAS, Cavour
provided with his actions and writings a model for agrarian improve-
ment, while he supported the AAS initiatives and measures as benefi-
cial to the economy of Piedmont as a whole. In practice, both Lincoln
and Cavour gave their unwavering support for two major cfforts at
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advancing modernization in their own regional contexts—the Whig
program in Illinois and the AAS program in Piedmont.

Then, in the second half of the 1840s, Lincoln and Cavour each
had their chance to begin a career in national politics—Lincoln as
a representative in the U.S. Congress in 1847-49, and Cavour as a
representative in Piedmont’s newly established Parliament from 1848
onward. In both cases, with their entrance into national politics, the
vision of economic advancement became inextricably tied to the
advocacy of the guarantee of civic rights in what became, in time, an
organic nationalist ideology. In the 1850s, while Lincoln joined the
Whig program of economic modernization with the antislavery posi-
tions of the Republican Party, Cavour combined his idea of economic
progress with his constant support for the liberal and constitutional
monarchical system; in short, even though in different ways and in
different contexts, both became acutely aware of the equal impor-
tance of the two main tenets of progressive nationalism. As they did
so, both Lincoln and Cavour placed particular emphasis on plans for
market integration through the establishment of a wide-ranging com-
munication and transportation system, one to be achieved primarily
through the building of railroads, which they both considered as the
very symbol of progress, given the immense benefits they brought to
the nation’s economy and society.

More than any other factor, Lincoln’s and Cavour’s similarity in
their attitude towards the railroads shows how the two statesmen were
close in their ideas on the constituent elements of economic progress
on a national scale. Yet, their different ideas on protectionism betrayed
the influence on them of opposite types of economic cultures. On this
point, though, we should notice that there may still have been some-
thing in common between Lincoln’s and Cavour’s views, if, according
to Heather Cox Richardson, “traditional protectionism, as Americans
understood it from their observation of England and France, required
high tariffs on manufactured commodities, while it dictated the free
import of raw materials, including agricultural products.”!!> At the
same time, it is clear that in both cases, economic and political ideas
were tightly linked together in a broader vision of progressive nation-
alism, since, for both Lincoln and Cavour, economic development
was an indispensable prerequisite to the making of a national pro-
gressive sociopolitical system. Clearly, progress assumed very different
features in Lincoln’s American Republic and in Cavour’s monarchical
Piedmont and it is impossible to compare the democratic exercise of
full citizenship rights in the United States with the restricted suffrage
that allowed the formation of elitist constitutional governments in
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the Piedmontese Kingdom of Sardinia. Still, even though in different
degrees and with different characteristics, the ideas of progress that
characterized Lincoln’s and Cavour’s thoughts combined economic
development with socio\political advancement within specific contexts
of programs of national improvement. In this respect, given the fun-
damental differences in systems of government and in the concepts of
citizenship between Lincoln’s American Republic and Cavour’s Pied-
montese kingdom, the fact that the two statesmen held broadly simi-
lar views of economic development as an indispensable foundation for
increasing political participation is a somewhat intriguing feature, and
one that is worth investigating in comparative perspective as a crucial
element of their progressive nationalist ideology.



CHAPTER 4

~ISK~

PROGRESSIVE NATIONALISM, POLITICS,
AND NATIONAL UNIFICATIONS:
LincoLN AND CAVOUR AFTER 1850

As noted in the Introduction, despite the great influence of modern
scholarship on nationalism—with particular reference to the classic
studies of Ernest Gellner, Benedict Anderson, Eric Hobsbawm, and
Terence Ranger!—only a few historians have attempted to define the
causes and experiences of nationalist phenomena by including among
their case studies the United States in the Civil War era and nation-
building in Abraham Lincoln’s time. Still in 2009, Mark Neely asked a
crucial question: “Lincoln was America’s most important nationalist,
but what does his career mean when measured by these [Anderson’s,
Gellner’s, and Hobsbawm’s and Rangers’] new ideas?”?> Among the
few scholars who have sought an answer to this question and to other
related questions on nineteenth-century American nationalism, par-
ticularly worthy of mention are Liah Greenfeld, James McPherson,
Don Doyle, and Thomas Bender.? While Liah Greenfeld has looked at
the construction of the American nation—within which the Civil War
represented the crucial final stage—in comparative perspective with
nation-building in other countries such as Britain, Germany, and Rus-
sia, James McPherson has investigated in depth the meaning of the
distinction between “ethnic nationalism,” which represented a belief
in a common ethnic background, as was the case in many European
nations, and “civic nationalism,” which represented a belief in shared
values, as was the case in Civil War America. Utilizing some of the
methodological nuances derived from McPherson’s reflections, then,
Don Doyle has written a comparative study of the United States and
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Italy, focusing specifically on the existence, both real and imagined, of
a perceived “other” in the shape of the south, in opposition to which
the American and Italian national identities were constructed through
civil war and national unification. In Thomas Bender’s case, instead,
the long-term transnational perspective of his general historical study
has included a particularly enlightening chapter on the United States
during the Civil War. Bender has clearly placed the Civil War expe-
rience within the context of the liberal nationalist movements that
shook the contemporary Euro-American world, effectively following
in the footsteps of David Potter.*

Building on the premises laid out especially by Potter, by Raimondo
Luraghi, and partly also by Bender, Italian historians such as Tiziano
Bonazzi have also attempted to provide an analytical framework for
the study of the American Civil War in comparative perspective with
European movements of nation-building, specifically with a view
toward possible comparisons between the American Civil War and the
Italian Risorgimento.® In particular, Bonazzi has placed the American
Civil War squarely in the path of development of nineteenth-century
liberalism and has argued in favor of a substantial similarity in liberal
national principles in the struggles for national consolidation in the
United States and Europe, especially Italy, in the mid-nineteenth cen-
tury.® If we follow both Potter’s and Bonazzi’s claims, therefore, we can
think of a common background of liberal thought that characterized
the ideology I have termed “progressive nationalism” in Europe and
America—effectively a transnational ideology with liberal elements at
its core, which subsumed experiments in progressive nation-building
on both sides of the Atlantic. In this connection, the long debate
among American historians on the relationship between liberalism
and republicanism has proven extremely helpful for our understand-
ing of the existence of crucial liberal elements in nineteenth-century
American political culture. Already in the 1950s, Louis Hartz sup-
ported the idea of continuity between the liberal values propounded
by the revolutionary generation and subsequent American political
thought.” Since then, the scholarly consensus has been that, sometime
between the Revolution and the Civil War, republicanism morphed
into liberalism, which then became the dominant political ideology—
though important studies by scholars such as Gordon Wood, Joyce
Appleby, Lance Banning, Sean Wilentz, Harry Watson, Eric Foner,
and J. David Greenstone have proposed different dates for this trans-
formative process, ranging from the Federalist era to the Jacksonian
period, and to the age of Lincoln.® In synthesis, most scholars would
now agree with David Ericson’s argument, which claims the existence
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of a clear connection between the two ideologies based on the defini-
tion of “republicanism as a species of liberalism which granted rela-
tively more space to the public sphere.”’

In the present chapter, I take the view that, insofar as nineteenth-
century American republicanism was based on a strong belief in the
principles of the Declaration of Independence, it did contain ele-
ments that were common to the liberal ideology of contemporary
European nationalists. At the same time, we must also keep in mind
that, although many nineteenth-century European politicians might
have manifested admiration for the unparalleled degree of political
freedom in the United States, they were actually more than happy to
settle with the liberties guaranteed by a constitutional monarchy and
were rather suspicious of republics. The actual degree of liberty that
the support for liberal principles entailed, therefore, differed greatly
from the American to the European contexts. This crucial difference
shows particularly strongly in a comparative study of the thoughts and
policies of the two key mid-nineteenth-century American and Italian
statesmen: U.S. President Abraham Lincoln and Piedmontese Prime
Minister Camillo Cavour.!?

In pursuing such a comparison, I believe it helps to define, amid
the differences outlined here, a basic similarity in the description of
the types of national feeling that supported the Union’s victory in
the American Civil War and Italian unification in the Risorgimento as,
essentially, variants of an ideology I have termed “progressive nation-
alism.” With this expression, I intend to indicate that, in both the
American and Italian cases, in the actual process of nation-building, a
core of nineteenth-century ideas related to the notion of progress—
ideas that, as we have seen, connected together economic develop-
ment and basic individual and civil liberties—played a crucial role in
the political ideologies of the two national movements. Even though
such ideas were interpreted somewhat differently in the American and
ITtalian milieus, Lincoln and Cavour sought and succeeded to sweep
away in both cases what stood in the way of their realization—slavery
in one case, and foreign oppression and political fragmentation in the
other—with the ultimate objective of creating what they considered
to be a truly progressive nation.!!

In the 1850s, the United States and Italy were profoundly divided
societies in ideological and political terms. In both cases, a “national
question” dominated the thoughts and actions of the most prominent
intellectuals and politicians. In the United States, the divisive issue
was slavery—an issue that effectively dominated the political life of the
country, as a result of the controversy over slavery’s possible expansion
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in the western territories acquired with the 1846-48 Mexican War.!2
Consequently, in the United States, the “national question” focused on
bringing together, as a true nation, the free north and the slave south,
which until then had been joined in a loose confederation of states. In
Italy, the “national question” was of a more immediate nature, since
it involved at once the achievement of both national unification and
national independence. In fact, due to Italy’s prevailing political divi-
sion in different dynastic states and to ongoing foreign oppression,
the “national question” focused on bringing the country together by
freeing it at the same time, and, starting from the 1830s, different
views about the best way to achieve this aim confronted one another.!3
Arguably, Lincoln’s and Cavour’s views about the resolutions of the
two “national questions” were tightly linked to the ideology of “pro-
gressive nationalism” that characterized both men’s thoughts. In fact,
their ideas stemmed, first and foremost, from the conviction of the
benefits of economic progress, as noted in the previous chapter. At
the same time, at their core, both men’s views had an unwavering
belief in individual liberty and political representation—a particularly
important element in their nationalist political programs. As a conse-
quence, even though operating in very different milieus, Lincoln’s and
Cavour’s visions of how to achieve progressive nationhood provided
similar answers to different, but comparable, sets of problems.*

By the mid-1850s, the two men were on their way to being acknowl-
edged as the leading political statesmen of the United States and Italy.
As they advanced in their political careers, they refined their political
ideas preparing the background for the decisive political and military
processes through which the two countries would have completed
their ultimate transition to nationhood along the guidelines that they
had set. Such guidelines were based on the adoption of two firm, but
clearly “moderate” stands in regard to the two national questions:
Lincoln’s moderate antislavery unionism and Cavour’s moderate lib-
eral nationalism. Also, crucial to the achievement of their comparable
aims of creating an economically progressive and politically free nation
were Lincoln’s and Cavour’s involvements with two powerful moder-
ate political organizations: the U.S. Republican Party and the Italian
National Society. In both cases, both older and more recent scholarly
studies have clarified how, for the national program to be successful,
the moderate political organization needed to have a broad basis of
consensus that included radical elements. In this sense, a comparison
between Lincoln’s instrumental role in maintaining a unified objective
in the winning of the Civil War within the Republican Party, especially
given the rise to prominence of the radical Republicans, and Cavour’s
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instrumental role in maintaining a unified objective in the creation of
an Italian nation with both Moderate Liberals and Democrats within
the National Society is particularly enlightening. Ultimately, both the
Republican Party and the National Society succeeded in attracting
nationwide support from coalitions of prevalently, but not exclusively,
moderate political forces and in the end, their activities, under Lin-
coln’s and Cavour’s guidance, triggered the succession of events that
led to the actual processes of nation-building through national unifi-
cation in the United States and Italy.!®

LINCOLN’S PROGRESSIVE NATIONALISM
TO THE 1860 ELECTION

In that profoundly divided society that was the United States in the
mid-nineteenth century,!® Lincoln took a clear and unmistakable stand
on the slavery issue first in reaction to the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act,
and then by joining the relatively newly formed Republican Party in
1856.17 His move was, in many ways, a logical conclusion to the polit-
ical path he had embarked upon since joining the Whig Party a quar-
ter century earlier. Always convinced that slavery was wrong for both
cconomic and moral reasons, as a northern Whig Lincoln had felt
profoundly uncomfortable in belonging to a party that gathered so
many large slaveholders from the South.!3 Yet, it was only when slav-
ery proved such a powerful political issue that it threatened to break
the unity of the nation in more than simply economic and social terms
that Lincoln decided to join the Republican Party. In other words,
Lincoln acted decisively on his deep-seated antislavery convictions
only when slavery proved to be the real “national question” in Amer-
ica. Looking at Lincoln’s changing stance on slavery in comparative
perspective and through the lens of progressive nationalism helps to
clarify how much antislavery and nation-building were actually linked
in Lincoln’s mind. This is not surprising, given that, as Peter Parish
has noted, “the decades of Lincoln’s public life, from the 1840s to
the 1860s, were critical years in the construction of American nation-
hood,” and those were the decades during which he elaborated his
antislavery positions.!” From the 1840s, nation-building in America
was linked to territorial expansion, and therefore to the national ques-
tion centering on the possible expansion of slavery, and, ultimately,
on the very existence of slavery in the American Republic. Yet, as Eric
Foner has recently remarked, it was the 1854 Kansas-Nebraska Act,
with Democrat Stephen Douglas’s support for the doctrine of popu-
lar sovereignty, that brought the point home for Lincoln by making
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slavery’s expansion a pressing national issue, since “Douglas’s willing-
ness to see slavery spread, Lincoln declared, violated the core prin-
ciples of American nationality.”2?

Two years later, Lincoln joined the Republican Party, which, in
essence, was a broad political alliance of antislavery forces commit-
ted to halting the slaveholders” hegemony on federal governmental
institutions and, thus, to preserving national unity avoiding the trans-
formation of the United States into a purely slaveholding republic.
Significantly, the issue related to the possibility that this much-dreaded
transformation would actually materialize into what was commonly
referred to as the “nationalization of slavery.” Interestingly, despite
his initial recognition that slavery had been recognized and protected
by the U.S. Constitution as a “national institution,” by 1858 Lin-
coln had manufactured a version of American history, which, accord-
ing to Eric Foner, “in effect erased proslavery Americans from the
nation’s founding,” since, in Lincoln’s view, the Founding Fathers
had attempted to place slavery on its course to extinction, and the
Republicans followed in their footsteps.?! In doing this, Lincoln con-
structed an immaculate antislavery pedigree for the antislavery nation-
alist politics pursued by the Republican Party—the one political force
that effectively represented the tradition of resistance to the process of
“nationalization of slavery” in the United States.??

Scholars have investigated at length the convergence, within the
Republican Party, of the ideologies of republicanism, antislavery, and
free labor. However, only a few historians—especially Peter Parish
and James Oakes—have thought about this convergence as the core
of a nationalist ideology.?? In this sense, a transnational and trans-
atlantic comparison with contemporaneous nationalist ideologies in
Europe, such as the one that characterized Cavour’s Moderate Liber-
als in Piedmont, shows how much in common the Republican Party’s
program had in terms of advocating a type of national progress based
on economic advancement in conjunction with respect of basic civil
liberties—the two pillars of progressive nationalism—which, in the
1850s United States, led inevitably to the Republicans’ opposition to
slavery and support of free labor.?* In fact, as Don Fehrenbacher has
argued, strictly speaking from the point of view of the federal govern-
ment’s attitude toward slavery, the Republican Party’s program was
nothing short of revolutionary, because of its advocacy of a dramatic
reversal of a situation that had lasted for almost seventy years. This
would be enough to describe such a program as one that sought to
create the blueprints for a new conception of American nationhood.?”
The details of such conception, encapsulated in the famous motto
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“Free Soil, Free Labor, Free Men” are well-known, thanks to Eric
Foner’s studies, which have shown the convergence of ideas of eco-
nomic and moral superiority of the free-labor system in the opposi-
tion to slavery.?® It is not difficult to see how Lincoln would have
completely subscribed to this view, given his conviction of the need to
provide equal opportunities to everybody, and, above all, his absolute
belief in the principles of freedom and equality of the Declaration of
Independence as a foundation for the American nation. Therefore,
Lincoln’s deepest republican principles found their highest expression
in the ideology of the Republican Party.?” And yet, the Republican
Party’s ideology was very much part of a progressive nationalist view
according to which, while republican principles were to be applied to
the whole society, white and black, free labor was to become the nor-
mative labor system throughout the nation, as a consequence of the
confinement of slavery and its eventual extinction.?8

In his last speech as a Whig candidate for the senate, at Peoria,
Illinois, in 1854, Lincoln exhorted Americans to halt the expansion
of slavery by opposing the Kansas-Nebraska Act, showing that he was
aware that his republican principles were akin to the liberal princi-
ples that pushed the rest of the world, and especially Europe, in the
direction of progress. In a particularly revealing part of his speech, he
said that “already the liberal party throughout the world expresses
the apprehension ‘that the one retrograde institution in America
is undermining the principles of progress and fatally violating the
noblest political system the world ever saw.””? As Richard Carwar-
dine has remarked, for the better part of a quarter of a century, from
the 1840s to the Civil War, Lincoln thought that “the world’s pro-
gressive forces looked to the United States as an unequalled example
of liberty; that it was the nation’s mission to act as the improver of
mankind.”3° Therefore, to Lincoln, European liberal nationalism was
akin to the type of republicanism that he embraced and that placed
America at the forefront of a common, global struggle for national
freedom against retrograde forces such as absolutism and slavery.
A transnational and transatlantic perspective, by underscoring con-
nections and comparisons between American republicanism and
European liberal nationalism, shows clearly how the two ideologies
participated in this global dimension as fundamental components of
what was, essentially, a common project aiming at ecither fashioning
or refashioning countries according to the basic tenets of progressive
nationalist thought. It is impossible to understand Lincoln’s progres-
sive nationalism and his embracement of the nationalist principles of
the Republican Party from 1856 onwards without referring to this
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fundamental international dimension, according to which the United
States were, for all intents and purposes, the nation entrusted to lead
the world on the path to both progress and freedom.3!

In 1858, as the Republican Party rose in influence in the United
States, Lincoln ran again for the senate, this time after being chosen by
the Illinois Republican convention as the opponent of Democrat Ste-
phen Douglas.3? In the subsequent Lincoln-Douglas debates, Lincoln
reiterated his views on liberty and republicanism, arguing that slavery was
a threat not just to both, but also to the economic progress of the coun-
try.33 Thus, Lincoln argued that slavery had to be halted in its expan-
sion and asked his fellow Americans: “What is that we hold most dear
amongst us? Our own liberty and prosperity. What has ever threatened
our liberty and prosperity save and except this institution of slavery?”3*
Interestingly, as David Ericson has pointed out, in the Lincoln-Douglas
debates, Lincoln went so far as to compare slavery to royal absolutism,
talking about “the struggle between ‘the common rights of humanity’
and ‘the divine rights of kings.””3> This analogy would have easily con-
nected, in the minds of educated listeners, Lincoln’s antislavery position
with the liberal nationalist movements that fought against Europe’s
absolute monarchies, and also with the liberal reforms of enlightened
noblemen such as Cavour, who aimed at curbing the absolute power
of the Piedmontese monarchy through constitutional means, while at
the same time creating the basis for the foundation of a liberal Italian
nation.3® In practice, in the words of Richard Carwardine, “Lincoln
viewed the European nationalist and revolutionary movements of the
mid-nineteenth century . . . as part of ‘the general cause of Republican
liberty.””3” Therefore, Lincoln embarked on that path, which, by the
time of the Civil War, would lead him to fuse together “the cause of
Union with the cause of freedom, which is the equivalent to saying that
he fused the cause of nationalism with the cause of liberalism,” as David
Potter had already claimed in 1968.38

As he emphasized the liberal elements of his republican prin-
ciples, Lincoln engaged in the creation of a truly nationalist ideol-
ogy, fashioned out of a combination of his own convictions and the
main ideological tenets of the Republican Party. It was an ideology
of progressive nationalism, one in which political and economic free-
dom and equality—the central elements of progress—were essential.
And yet, to Lincoln, even the achievement of economic freedom and
equality could not justify a radical stance on the “national question,”
and thus support for outright abolition of slavery, also so as to not
alienate the majority’s support. Here, Lincoln truly showed the mod-
erate nature of his nationalist ideology—a moderate approach that
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had several elements in common with that of contemporary European
liberal nationalists, since in both cases it was a matter of not advanc-
ing political programs with radical changes at their core in order to
maintain, as much as possible, the unity of the nation, or at least guar-
antee the broadest political support. Thus, even though in principle
he embraced the idea of freedom for African Americans slaves, in his
pragmatic approach Lincoln made the Republican Party’s “moder-
ate” program of opposition to the expansion of slavery, rather than its
immediate abolition, the centerpiece of his national policy.3”

To transform his pragmatic approach, based on such principles
and policies, into a truly nationalist ideology, Lincoln emphasized
his absolute commitment to the preservation of the Union, thereby
applying progressive nationalism to a particular, contingent, historical
juncture. Maintaining as his central objective the refashioning of the
United States as a new Union according to the principles at the heart
of progressive nationalism, Lincoln negotiated a difficult political path
between extreme positions in such a way that his moderate approach
was able to adapt successfully to changing circumstances to the point
of supporting, during the Civil War, an ultimately revolutionary act
such as slave emancipation. As Dorothy Ross has recently argued,
“Lincoln’s fervent support of both universal liberty and a particular
historical nationality, his attachment to a fixed past and a progressive
future, gave him free-soil views that straddled the political spectrum
from abolitionist fervor against slavery to conservative Unionism.”*0
In other words, Lincoln’s faith in the crucial importance of the his-
torical specificity of the nation that incarnated the universal princi-
ples he believed in was at the basis of his unwavering support for
the preservation of the Union at all costs. And, as Gary Gallagher
has noted, Lincoln’s belief in the exceptionality of the Union as a
nation that provided Americans with “a democratic beacon shining in
a world dominated by aristocrats and monarchs” was shared by most
northerners.*! Lincoln’s progressive nationalism, therefore, aimed at
preserving the exceptionality of the American nation by maintaining
intact the idea of the Union at a time in which the Union was drifting
toward internal separation.

Thus, in the “House Divided Speech,” delivered at Springfield,
Illinois, during the 1858 debates with Stephen Douglas that preceded
the Illinois Senate election, Lincoln famously asserted (borrowing the
“house divided” image from the Gospel):

“A house divided against itself cannot stand.” I believe this government
cannot endure, permanently half slave and half free. I do not expect
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the Union to be dissolved—I do not expect the house to fall—but I do
expect it will cease to be divided. It will become all one thing, or a//
the other.*?

Here—three years before the effective break-up of the Union in two
different political institutions—were Lincoln’s bold acknowledgment
that the United States were divided in two halves beyond reconcilia-
tion, an affirmation of faith in the national principle, and a prediction
that national unification was to succeed if conducted along “moder-
ate” lines—that is, without forcing the issue one way or the other. In
other words, Lincoln pointed the way to the resolution of America’s
“national question” by envisioning what can only be described as a
future unification of the free and the slave parts of the country. In fact,
as Eric Foner has noted, in the same speech, Lincoln warned about
the “‘tendency’ toward the nationalization of slavery,” and therefore
he clarified his hope and belief in a national unification that would
defeat this tendency by upholding antislavery principles.*3 Yet, in such
a process of unification, faithful to his “moderate” politics, Lincoln
did not plan to interfere decisively, if not to reaftirm his own personal
and unconditional belief in the liberal principles of the Declaration of
Independence that lay at the heart of America’s national identity.** In
reviewing Lincoln’s achievements, J. David Greenstone has claimed
in The Lincoln Persuasion that Lincoln successfully created a new type
of liberalism, fusing two previous brands of liberalism—the one rep-
resented by humanist liberals, focused on individual preferences, and
the one represented by reform liberals, focused on individual develop-
ment.*® Effectively, as a result, Lincoln’s new version of liberalism not
only became a fundamental part of his ideology of progressive nation-
alism, but also laid the foundation for the future political development
of the post-Civil War United States.

In 1860, the Republican Party managed to gather the support of
the majority of moderate antislavery advocates in the North and, after
winning the presidential elections in November, Lincoln was inaugu-
rated president in March 1861.4¢ Soon after, the majority of the south-
ern states created the Confederacy, seceding from the Union; Lincoln’s
response was, in the words of Robert Cook, “to equate Secession
with treason and to regard the Union as an unbreakable whole.”*”
The consequent Civil War that ensued, between Lincoln’s Union and
the Confederacy, lasting four long years until April 1865 and char-
acterized by unexpected brutality and a great number of casualties,
would, then, force Lincoln to partly transform his policy by yielding
to abolitionist and radical pressures on the issue of emancipation; he



LINCOLN AND CAVOUR AFTER 1850 103

would still maintain his commitment, though, to an overall program
of national unification of the American Republic according to mod-
erate and liberal guidelines. Significantly, in the same year in which
Lincoln gained the presidency of the United States for the Republi-
can Party, liberal principles akin to the ones at the heart of Lincoln’s
republican beliefs were about to score an important victory in Europe
with the creation of a liberal—though monarchical—Italian nation.
Arguably, this outcome was, in large part, the crowning achievement
of the great leadership qualities and political skills of moderate Pied-
montese statesman Camillo Cavour.8

CAVOUR’S “PROGRESSIVE NATIONALISM”
TO 1859

Throughout the 1850s, Cavour was the driving force behind Pied-
mont’s economic and political modernization. Faithful to his liberal
principles, since his appointment as prime minister in 1852, he had
sought the continuous support of a parliamentary majority, which he
had reached through the alliance—the connubio—between deputies
of the center-left and center-right. In practice, Cavour achieved this
by making a personal agreement, as leader of the parliamentary Right,
on the objectives of governmental policies with Urbano Rattazzi, the
leader of the parliamentary Left. It is significant to read how, eighteen
years later, Rattazzi recalled his and Cavour’s objectives in the mak-
ing of what he called “the new party” that arose from the connubio,
or “the fusion of the two Center groups” in Piedmont’s parliament:

In home affairs, we would resist all reactionary tendencies that might
threaten us after the recent coup d’etat in France [ Napoleon I1I’s 1851
creation of the second French Empire]. At the same time, in so far as
circumstances permitted, we would promote a continuous and progres-
sive development of the freedoms allowed by our constitution, alike in
politics, economic and administration. As regards international affairs,
we would prepare the way for Piedmont to liberate Italy from foreign
rule.#

In practice, Cavour devised with Rattazzi a plan for guaranteeing
the necessary parliamentary support for a program of economic and
civic development that would make Piedmont the leading progres-
sive government in Italy and would eventually lead to the creation,
under Piedmontese leadership, of a progressive Italian nation, free
from foreign domination. While placing the parliament at the cen-
ter of Piedmontese political life, Cavour used its support to fend off
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pressures from the King, the Catholic Church, and the conservative
circles on one side, and the democratic and revolutionary agitators
on the other side.?® In doing this, Cavour managed to set the guide-
lines for the transformation of the relatively backward Piedmontese
state into a model constitutional government acting according to lib-
eral principles akin to the ones that set the tone for political life in
more advanced countries such as England and, to a certain extent, the
United States.?!

In effect, though, in setting independent Piedmont as a model
of constitutional government for the other nonindependent Ital-
ian states, Cavour succeeded primarily in the objective of linking
the adoption of liberal institutions with the idea of Italy’s liberation
from foreign oppression—an idea that was central to his own par-
ticular understanding of progressive nationalism. In other words,
Piedmont’s independent status had spared Cavour’s native state from
both outright foreign occupation and military interference, mostly
from Habsburg Austria, and had allowed the free development of a
Piedmontese constitutional monarchy based on liberal principles; as
a result of this, Cavour thought that the Piedmontese Kingdom of
Sardinia could guide the movement for the liberation of other Italian
states and at the same time provide a model of liberal political orga-
nization for the Italian nation as a whole.?? It is important to notice
that Cavour was particularly vocal in his belief of an indispensable and
sequential link between national independence and progress; already
in 1846, he had written that “without independence, Italy cannot
hope for any durable political improvement or be confident of any real
progress.”® Compared to Cavour, other prominent members of the
Piedmontese Parliament, such as Massimo D’Azeglio, prime minister
from 1849 to 1852, were milder in their convictions. Often quoted
on nation-building, D’Azeglio notably remarked that “the most dan-
gerous enemices of Italy are not the Germans, they are the Italians . . .
because . . . they remain the old Italians of before”; therefore, unlike
Cavour, he did not believe that independence would automatically
lead the country on the path to national progress, especially if this
did not produce a real change of mind among the nations’ citizens.>*

In 1852, faithful to his words, as prime minister, Cavour engaged
in a wide-ranging program to bring Piedmont precisely to that
“durable political improvement” and to that “real progress,” which,
according to him, could only be reached through a combination of
economic liberalism and parliamentary politics—eftectively the two
pillars of progressive nationalism. In Cavour’s own words, “the vir-
tues of citizenship, beneficial laws that protect all rights equally, and
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the good political systems . . . are also the principal causes of eco-
nomic growth.”® Thus, Cavour was adamant that only constitutional
reforms and economic progress joined together would allow a gov-
ernment to guarantee the citizens of a country the indispensable civil
liberties—those liberties that, implicitly, could only characterize the
social and political life of countries, such as the future Italian nation,
that were independent.®® In analyzing the bourgeois mindset that
characterized the cultural and social milieu of Cavour’s Piedmont,
and which affected deeply Cavour’s own views, Luciano Cafagna has
pointed out the crucial importance of the two concepts of “cult of
freedom” and “cult of progress.” Both were fundamental in creating
the premises for free and progressive action that could lead to either
the expression of novel ideas through publishing activity, or through
different types of economic initiatives, or else through the active par-
ticipation in progressive politics. As Cafagna has noted, through his
activities and career, Cavour showed how freedom and progress were
inextricably linked together by engaging in all the three types of pro-
gressive action mentioned earlier.>”

Similar to the way Lincoln invented a new type of liberalism that
provided the American republic with the blueprint for its future politi-
cal life, Cavour eftectively set in motion the beginning of a long-term
process, as these same liberal principles that were at the heart of his
ideology of progressive nationalism were to become the ideological
core of the future liberal ruling class of a unified Italy—a ruling class
prevalently formed of large landowners, competent administrators,
and skilled politicians, like Cavour, and of a similar northern Italian
background.®® In the words of Raffacle Romanelli, the post-1860
ITtalian Liberal was someone who “never yield[ed] to authoritarian
temptations and always defend[ed] staunchly the constitutional sys-
tem and the parliamentary prerogatives, and above all believe[ed]
deeply in an idea of freedom which manifests itself in [free] economic
enterprise . . . individualism . . . [and in] the civil coexistence of ideas
and interests.”® In fact, these points can be fruitfully compared to the
U.S. Republicans’ belief that, in Eric Foner’s words, “the interests of
labor and capital were identical” and to the Republicans’ “faith in the
harmony of interests and their commitment to economic progress and
social mobility”—effectively, both of these were conservative tenets
not dissimilar in content and practice from the ones held by Italian
Liberals.6?

In short, we can very well say that Cavour’s initial efforts at reform
in 1850s’ Piedmont according to moderate liberal guidelines were an
carly attempt to implement the same ideas that were to characterize
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the policy of post-1860 Italian Liberals by utilizing Piedmont as a
laboratory for the type of economic, social, and political changes that
were to be made in a future unified Italian nation.®! Thus, supported
by a majority in the Piedmontese parliament, Cavour proceeded to
implement crucial changes aimed at centralizing the administration
and rationalizing the bureaucracy of the Kingdom of Sardinia, and
also, at the same time, at dismantling all the vestiges of absolutism
by weakening the power of the Catholic Church in social and legal
terms. To this end, while he was still minister of finance in D’Azeglio’s
government, Cavour provided a decisive support for the 1850 Sic-
cardi Laws, put forward by Minister of Justice and Ecclesiastical
Aftairs Giuseppe Siccardi, which abolished the ecclesiastical tribunal,
the Church’s legal impunity, the right of asylum in churches, and the
inalienability of Church property. Given that the Catholic Church
was a major supporter of conservatism, the passage of the Siccardi
Laws was a major victory for the type of reformist politics that Cavour
spearheaded. In arguing in favor of the law and in explaining its sig-
nificance in expressing clearly the government’s political principles,
Cavour said “I believe that its effect is to prove to all the friends of
progress that this [clarity of political intentions] can be obtained
through our constitutional institutions.”®? Then, in 1854, after he
became prime minister, Cavour proposed, with Rattazzi, a law that
abolished all the religious orders with no clear social function such
as education and caring for the sick, and expropriated the Church’s
monasteries in favor of the state. The 1855 Rattazzi Law eventually
was passed by the Piedmontese Parliament, but not without a fierce
opposition from the conservative Right, which almost led to the fall
of Cavour’s government during the so-called Calabiana Crisis, named
for the senator who headed the conservatives in parliament.%3

The reforms discussed here show clearly that, in Cavour’s idea of
progressive nationalism, the equation of freedom with economic and
civil progress left no place for the illiberal authority of absolute kings
and popes. And in Piedmont, carlier than in every other Italian state,
the success of the struggle against the power of the Church—through
the abolition of clerical privileges and the adoption of civil marriage
and of state-controlled education—was to clear the way for the exten-
sion of liberal ideas not just to the social and political life, but to the
very conduction of governmental affairs. In other words, by breaking
the Ancien Regime’s strong alliance between church and monarchy—
the latter still thought to exist by divine right—Cavour increased
enormously the degree of liberty in Piedmont and, therefore, the
chances of survival and success of its constitutional system based on
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parliamentary representation.’* Thanks to these reforms, unparal-
leled in the Italian states suffocated by Habsburg-led reaction and
absolutist repression in the aftermath of the failed 1848 revolutions,
Piedmont was able to attract the attention of increasing numbers of
Italian nationalists who began to look at Cavour as the natural leader
of a “moderate” program of unification along liberal lines.®> This is
particularly important in the context of the process of Italian national
unification, especially when we think that a large number of the exiles
who arrived in Piedmont after 1848 came from the southern Italian
regions, and specifically Naples and Sicily, in the Bourbon Kingdom
of the Two Sicilies. There, the revolutionary biennium 1848-49 had
seen the failure of a major attempt to transform the absolutist Bour-
bon system into a constitutional monarchy, and the repression and
persecution of liberal and democratic Italian nationalists that had fol-
lowed had led to the displacement of many political refugees. Among
them, particularly important in influencing public opinion were the
southern Italian Moderate Liberals, and also several Democrats, who
now looked at Cavour’s Piedmont as the leading political and military
force in the creation of a liberal Italian nation.%®

By 1857, these groups of Italian nationalists had founded the Soci-
eta Nazionale Italiana (Italian National Society), a political organiza-
tion and patriotic movement committed precisely to such program.%”
As Stuart Woolf has written, “the National Society was self-consciously
liberal . . . it looked to the educated middle classes—the industrial-
ists, the traders, the landowners—rejecting both aristocratic claims to
social privilege and the threat implicit in an appeal to the masses.”%8
Therefore, the National Society was the actual political expression
of the Piedmontese moderate liberal program, as Roberto Romani
has described it in his recent analysis of 1850s Piedmontese politi-
cal culture. According to Romani, “in the 1850s, the Piedmontese
Moderate Liberals created a peculiar political culture, suited to the
twofold task of strengthening representative institutions at home and
justifying Piedmont’s Italian mission”—that is, the creation of an
ITtalian nation, primarily through the agency of the National Society,
based on Piedmontese political institutions.® Even though Romani
has emphasized the conservative character of the Moderate Liberals’
program—showing, effectively, how their idea of progress and respect
for natural laws went hand in hand with a suspicion of outright democ-
racy—the truth is that Piedmontese monarchical constitutionalism
and moderate liberalism were elements of a political system that was
progressive by the standards of 1850s Italy. In fact, this was a political
system that had in common with European liberal ideologies and also
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with American republicanism the fundamental tenets of “progressive
nationalism”: guarantee of equal economic opportunities and respect
for the basic civil liberties of the citizens of the nation.”®

Thus, as representative of the Piedmontese moderate liberal ideo-
logical outlook, the National Society had a great deal in common with
Cavour’s progressive nationalist and moderate liberal ideas for Italian
national unification. Cavour had expressed clearly these ideas in an
1855 speech to the Piedmontese parliament, in which he had argued
that it was necessary “to prove to Europe that Italy has sufficient civic
sense to govern herself freely and according to the law, and that she is
in a condition to adopt the very best form of government.””! This was
a clear programmatic statement on the achievement of national inde-
pendence, by way of unification, that showed a commitment both to
the principle of self-determination and to the formation of that “very
best form of government”—which, to Cavour, was a constitutional
monarchy modeled after the Piedmontese one and based on parlia-
mentary representation. It is no wonder that Giuseppe La Farina, the
future leader of the National Society, had come in close contact with
Cavour already since September 1856 to elaborate common plans of
action. The alliance between the two was to play a crucial role in the
achievement of Italian national unification along moderate liberal lines
and under the guidance of constitutional monarchical Piedmont.”?

As Lucy Riall has remarked, “the campaigns of the National Soci-
ety, and especially those of its newspaper I Piccolo Corrieve d’ltalin
[which promoted Piedmontese leadership in national unification] . . .
played a vital role in making nationalism respectable among the edu-
cated middle classes of Italy.””3 At the same time, Cavour’s involve-
ment with the National Society gave the association the effective
status of main conduit for the ideas and strategies for a program of
Italian national unification that was both progressive and moderate in
its objectives. As a result, by 1859 the National Society had become
the main vehicle of expression for the Moderate Liberals in northern
and central Italy, while it was Cavour’s main instrument of informal
politics, especially through its campaign of recruitment of volunteers
for the impending nationalist war to chase Habsburg Austria out of
northern Italy.”* Therefore, comparably to Lincoln’s rising leadership
in the Republican Party—which owed a great deal to Lincoln’s ability
to appeal, with his progressive and moderate antislavery approach to
the American “national question,” to diverse and somewhat oppo-
site constituencies within the party—Cavour’s rise in status among
Italian nationalists through his collaboration with the National Soci-
ety owed much to his leadership of Piedmont’s Moderate Liberals,
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whose progressive and moderate approach to Italy’s “national ques-
tion” appealed also to a diverse constituency of supporters of Italian
national unification.”®

PROGRESSIVE NATIONALISM AND THE AMERICAN
AND ITALIAN “NATIONAL QUESTIONS”

To be sure, the foundational elements of progressive nationalism in
Lincoln’s republican beliefs and in Cavour’s liberal principles might
now seem quite at odds, specifically because of the profoundly dif-
ferent milicus in which they expressed themselves. Born and raised
in a relatively young American nation—one in which republican
values set the tone for bold experiments in party politics and lively
debates in Congress and within the public opinion—Lincoln had a
view of liberty and its corollaries that relied heavily on the principles
of freedom and equality set out in the Declaration of Independence.
Though moderate by abolitionist standards, Lincoln’s actual ideas on
American society would have seemed far too radical to most European
progressives. Instead, Cavour’s upbringing in monarchical Piedmont
at the peak of post-Napoleonic reaction and, at the same time, his
contacts with freer countries in Europe gave him a view of liberty that
was firmly based on the limitation of absolutist powers—that is, the
King and the Church—and on the necessity of parliamentary repre-
sentation. Already viewed as moderate by radical Democrats, his ideas
on the future shape of the Italian nation would have been considered
at the very least outmoded by American politicians.

Yet, an important element of comparison is the fact that Lincoln’s
and Cavour’s different interpretations of the meaning of liberty were
both at the heart of programs of national regeneration devised accord-
ing to comparable ideologies of progressive nationalism, and through
processes that involved the composition of sociopolitical fractures—
fractures due, in the U.S. case, to the existence of slavery and its sup-
port or rejection and, in the Italian case, to administrative, political,
and ideological fragmentation. Effectively, in both cases, the processes
that Lincoln and Cavour masterminded resulted in the “unification”
of divided sociopolitical elements with a victory of progressive ideas, a
victory that led to both the extension of basic political and citizenship
liberties and rights in the newly unified nations and also the integra-
tion of markets on a national scale. Nineteenth-century commenta-
tors were acutely aware of the parallelisms between the achievements
of Lincoln and Cavour and of the fact that, even though operating in
different countries, continents, and circumstances, they shared a clear
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similarity in their basic beliefs. For example, in 1893, in England, a
Tory MP said that “these great men [Lincoln and Cavour] will be
famous for all time for the glorious work of unity and consolidation
which they had achieved for their own nation and their own race.””¢
And in 1898, an anonymous American journalist captured the essence
of the similarity in beliefs, aims, and objectives between Lincoln and
Cavour in an article entitled “Bismarck and His Work,” published
in the California newspaper The San Francisco Call in order to com-
memorate and comment on the death of the great Prussian statesman
Baron Otto Von Bismarck.””

After summarizing briefly the life and deeds of Bismarck, the anon-
ymous author of the article compared and contrasted the Prussian
chancellor with Lincoln, Cavour, and Gladstone, finding that, unlike
Bismarck:

Lincoln, Cavour, and Gladstone were essentially men of our time. In no
other age could any of them have achieved the work he performed in
the way by which he actually accomplished it. They were constitutional
statesmen. They guided rather than ruled the people. Their power was
exerted more as an influence upon the popular mind than through
courts and armies. They were educators of the masses, as it were, and
took no step that did not have the sanction of the better, if not greater,
part of the citizens of the countries whose affairs they administered. It
was not so with Bismarck.”8

Essentially, the reason the author of the article had for joining the
names of Bismarck, Lincoln, Cavour, and Gladstone was that these
were the names of the four dominant statesmen of the mid-nineteenth
century in their respective countries. However, Bismarck’s illiberal
methods stood in stark contrast to the liberal beliefs of the other three.
The author of the article does not explicitly refer to the role played
by Lincoln and Cavour in the unification of the United States and
Italy, respectively, at the time of the Civil War and the Risorgimento,
but he still identifies correctly the essence of their liberal aims and
achievements by stating unequivocally that, unlike Bismarck, “they
were constitutional statesmen” and “educators of the masses,” and
that, effectively they both believed in the importance of the parlia-
mentary system and in the citizens’ representation in an elected gov-
ernment. This belief was, indeed, one of the two fundamental pillars,
together with the focus on economic improvement, of both Lincoln’s
and Cavour’s progressive nationalism, and the main idea that guided
their efforts at achieving national unification in the United States and
Italy along liberal lines.”’
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At the same time, it is equally important to notice that, in both
Lincoln’s and Cavour’s cases, the processes of national unification
along liberal lines they masterminded rested firmly on the commit-
ment to “moderate” views of the resolutions of the American and Ital-
ian “national questions,” whether the latter focused on slavery or on
foreign oppression. Still, there are both similarities and differences in
the roles that Lincoln and Cavour played in the actual politico-military
processes that led to national unification in the United States and
Italy. In light of the existence of comparable elements in the economic
and political backgrounds, the problems that Lincoln faced in 1861
and that Cavour faced in 1859, when they embarked on their respec-
tive politico-military resolutions of America’s and Italy’s “national
questions,” and the actions that the two statesmen took, may seem
broadly comparable. In both cases, the resolution of the “national
question” involved decisive steps toward the consolidation of a
divided country into a national unity through war and military con-
quest. Also in both cases, such action was the culmination of a long
process of nation-building, a stage that contemplated the creation of
a new national identity modeled after the principles of progressive
nationalism and the liberal institutions of the polity—the Union in
one case and Piedmont in the other—that had promoted national
unification along progressive nationalist ideas. In this respect, follow-
ing the intuitions of David Potter and of the recent historiography
on transnational nineteenth-century U.S. history, we can clearly place
the American Civil War in its Euro-American context, in connection
and in comparison with contemporary experiments of consolidation
of nations, such as Italy, in an age of diffused nation-building in both
America and Europe.3? At the same time, we also need to recognize
that, within the range of nineteenth-century experiments in nation-
building, Lincoln’s United States and Cavour’s Italy were particularly
successful cases of the triumph of progressive nationalist principles
and ideas, even though in two very different contexts.

LINCOLN, THE AMERICAN CIVIL WAR, AND
THE NATION’S “NEW BIRTH OF FREEDOM”

After Lincoln began his presidential term, on March 4, 1861, he began
to act on his project for America’s national unification along liberal
principles and, as he did this, he reinterpreted its moderate features
in a new light. Effectively, as Allen Guelzo has recently argued, the
ensuing Civil War became for Lincoln “a test of the practical worth
of liberalism—of whether ordinary people of any race were entitled
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by nature to govern themselves and create their own government,
and whether that government could be content with allowing those
people to pursue their own self-interest and selt-improvement,” both
of which were hindered by slavery.3! After the Secession of the Con-
federacy, from the beginning of the war, in July 1861, all the way to
its end in April 1865, Lincoln asked his countrymen’s allegiance to a
nation—the Union—that obeyed the liberal principles of progressive
nationalism, since, as Melinda Lawson has noted, it was to be “strong
and beneficent, bestowing economic well-being and guaranteeing lib-
erty to its people.”¥? Lincoln clarified his views of the meaning of the
Civil War and of the support for the nation he was ready to fight for,
and which effectively combined freedom and civic progress, in the
July 4, 1861, Special Message to Congress:

[The Civil War] is essentially a People’s contest. On the side of the
Union, it is a struggle for maintaining in the world that form, and sub-
stance of government, whose leading object is to elevate the condition
of men—to lift artificial weights from all shoulders—to clear the paths
of laudable pursuit for all—to afford all an unfettered start, and a fair
chance, in the race of life.83

Thus, according to Nicholas and Peter Onuf, “the Union Lincoln
would fight to preserve was . . . the nation—the single, united, free
people—]Jetferson and his fellow Revolutionaries supposedly had
conceived and whose fundamental principles must never be compro-
mised.” For this reason, “the Civil War indeed proved to be a critical,
defining moment in American national history.”8*

In Lincoln’s definition of progressive nationalism—as in Cavour’s
idea of progressive nation-building—the national government’s
strong central authority was to be guarantor of the state’s legitimacy
and of the protection of the basic civil liberties. Yet, as Peter Parish has
noted, as the Civil War progressed, Lincoln’s nationalism became also
increasingly “inclusive,” as his changing attitude toward abolition-
ist and radical ideas on the role of African Americans in the national
war for the Union demonstrates. Right from the very beginning of
the Civil War, abolitionists and Radical Republicans had agitated for
decisive Union measures to abolish slavery, while African American
slaves had started fleeing to Union camps, especially in the areas bor-
dering the Union lines. In turn, pressure from the Radical Republi-
cans and the massive scale of the phenomenon of African American
refugees led Congress to pass a First Confiscation Act in August
1861, which called for the seizure of all rebel property, including the
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slaves. Then, in July 1862, a Second Confiscation Act stated that all
the slaves of Confederate masters were to be considered free. Finally,
in September 1862, after the Union’s victory at Antietam, Lincoln
drafted the Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation, whose final ver-
sion became the official Emancipation Proclamation on January 1,
1863. The final version of the Emancipation Proclamation is the best
example of Lincoln’s changing attitude toward a more “inclusive”
concept of nation along abolitionist and radical lines. The Proclama-
tion not only freed slaves in the areas controlled by the Confeder-
acy, but also went as far as stating that African Americans would be
“received into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts,
positions, stations and other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in
said service”—a first decisive step toward the black soldiers’ engage-
ment in full combat in a war that would see the enlistment of almost
200,000 of them.8

As Melinda Lawson has remarked, “with the Emancipation Proc-
lamation, Lincoln’s ideas about the role of race in American national
identity began to change.” As the first African American troops
engaged in combat and proved their bravery and willingness to fight
and die for the cause of the Union—the national cause—Lincoln
became even more convinced of his move toward inclusiveness, sug-
gesting, effectively that the black soldiers” “fidelity to the cause had
earned them a place in the nation.”8¢ In fact, by providing a legal
framework for black enlistment, Lincoln made the first crucial step
toward recognition of African American citizenship rights, as several
historians have remarked.8” Thus, by 1863, after releasing the Eman-
cipation Proclamation, Lincoln came gradually to believe that, given
their willingness to fight for the ideals of the Declaration of Indepen-
dence, African Americans were ready to be given citizenship rights
in the new American nation in formation—a belief that would lead,
eventually, to his late, but crucial support for the passage of the Thir-
teenth Amendment, which, on January 31, 1865, officially abolished
slavery in the United States.®% At the same time, though, in other
respects Lincoln’s approach to emancipation, while clear in regard to
the necessity of transition to free wage labor, was also seriously limited
by the fact that he never completely abandoned his initial plans for
“colonization”—the idea of sending freed African Americans back to
Africa—and also by his ambiguous attitude toward the issue of African
American suffrage. As Steven Hahn has noted, Lincoln’s view on the
latter issue was of only “enfranchising ‘the very intelligent’ people of
color, ‘especially those who had fought gallantly in our ranks’,” and
even so he never made his idea public.8?
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At the same time, the necessities of war also forced Lincoln to
adopt illiberal measures, such as especially the suspension of the writ
of habeas corpus—which entitled imprisoned individuals to a speedy
trial—in the South’s border slave states loyal to the Union. In prac-
tice, as Mark Neely has explained, “Lincoln went to what many
regarded as dangerous lengths in suspending traditional civil liberties
mostly to make desertion and encouraging desertion more difficult.”
Yet, even though accused of tyranny by the Democrats in Congress,
Lincoln was always convinced that he acted out of necessity, and even
then within the framework of the Constitution. In a letter he wrote
New York Democrat Erastus Corning in 1863, Lincoln clarified that
the Confederacy’s Secession was “a case of Rebellion . . . in fact, a
clear, fragrant, and gigantic case of Rebellion; and the provision of the
Constitution,” therefore—that is, that the writ of habeas corpus could
be suspended only in case of rebellion or invasion—“specially applies
to our present case.””® Thus, as Neely has demonstrated, to Lincoln
these were necessary measures he took to win the Civil War, so that
the new American nation he envisioned could survive the ordeal and
enjoy the full benefits of civil liberties afterwards.”!

And, to be sure, even though much criticized for the illiberal mea-
sures he took, Lincoln continued to reaffirm the validity of the com-
bination of nationalist and liberal principles that, to him, defined the
essence of the Union’s effort in unifying America in the Civil War.
In particular, in the 1863 Gettysburg Address, Lincoln reminded his
fellow Americans of how the Revolution had founded “a new nation,
conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are
created equal,” and he proclaimed solemnly how “this nation, under
God, shall have a new birth of freedom.”?? Significantly, according to
Eric Foner, in the Gettysburg Address, Lincoln “spoke of the nation
five times and did not mention the Union at all. In this, the speech
reflected the explosive growth of national consciousness that arose
from the Civil War.””3 In fact, as Susan-Mary Grant has noted, “it
was the nation that concerned [Lincoln], and he reminded his audi-
ence not only that the Founding Fathers had brought forth ‘a new
nation, conceived in Liberty . . .’, but that men had given their lives to
consecrate that nation and that proposition.”®* Therefore, in the Get-
tysburg Address, in envisioning the new progressive American nation
that was to emerge consecrated by the sacrifice of the soldiers in the
Civil War, Lincoln reaffirmed the validity of the liberal principles of
the Declaration of Independence as its foundation and also—compa-
rably to what Cavour did in Italy—he reiterated his interpretation of
the struggle for national unification along liberal lines.”®
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CAVOUR, ITALIAN NATIONAL UNIFICATION,
AND LIBERAL PRINCIPLES

By 1859, Cavour had consolidated his control of the National Society
and had established an uneasy, yet fruitful, alliance with the demo-
cratic forces over the prospect of Italy’s national unification. By then,
Cavour had also made a crucial alliance with the French emperor
Napoleon III in view of the imminent war between Piedmont and
Austria, which Cavour masterminded as a major opportunity for Pied-
mont to create a Kingdom of Northern Italy, likely as a nucleus of a
future Italian nation-state.”® The National Society was crucial both
in presenting the war in this sense, as a national crusade of libera-
tion of northern Italy from foreign oppression, against the myopic
view of a simple dynastic Piedmontese aggrandizement, and also in
recruiting volunteers. Effectively, the war only lasted two months, but
the few battles had very large casualties, and the tangible result was
the expulsion of Austria from Lombardy, which was annexed to Pied-
mont, though not from the Veneto, which remained under Austrian
control.”” To clarify his view of the war and prevent possible misun-
derstandings, shortly after the war’s conclusion, Cavour explained his
objectives in a letter to D’Azeglio in which he wrote:

the politics of the Cabinet in charge have always had a decisively national
character; they did not have as a project the territorial aggrandizement
of Piedmont, but, rather, the emancipation of Italy and the installment
of established liberal institutions in the whole peninsula.®®

As a first step in Cavour’s plans, therefore, the 1859 Franco-Pied-
montese War against Austria allowed the incorporation of Lombardy,
whose importance was crucial because of its particularly advanced
industrial economy, into the Piedmontese constitutional monarchy,
and also, effectively, the spread of moderate liberal ideology and insti-
tutions in three-quarters of northern Italy.

In April 1859, while the Franco-Piedmontese war was on, revolts
occurred in Tuscany, where the people forced the Austrian grand
duke to flee from Florence, and in Emilia-Romagna, where the
papal government, heavily supported by Austrian troops, was forced
to abandon the regional capital of Bologna. In both cases, Cavour
had secretly helped the revolts with the decisive contribution of the
National Society. As the old rulers left Tuscany and Emilia-Romagna,
Democrats either close to or affiliates of the National Society quickly
established provisional liberal governments, and in March 1860
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they were instrumental in organizing plebiscites that led to the two
regions’ annexation to Piedmont.!% In May 1860, unexpectedly,
even though sponsored by the National Society, the Democrats’ lead-
ing figure, Giuseppe Garibaldi, took his one thousand Red Shirts (1
Mille) to the conquest of Sicily from the Bourbon Kingdom, which
he achieved in only two months, helped by the Sicilian revolt against
Bourbon rule. Even though Garibaldi claimed to act in the name of
the Piedmontese King Victor Emmanuel II, Cavour was suspicious of
him and feared that the Democrats might hijack the project of Italian
unification creating a republic, rather than the liberal constitutional
monarchy he had in mind.!°! By September 1860, Garibaldi had
entered Naples, after managing to conquer southern Italy and forc-
ing Bourbon King Francis II to take refuge in the fortress of Gaeta.
Cavour reacted quickly, sending Piedmontese troops to conquer the
central Italian territories of Umbria and Marche, still under papal con-
trol, preventing the possibility of a democratic revolution taking over
the entire peninsula, and effectively accelerating the process of Ital-
ian national unification under the Piedmontese constitutional monar-
chy and liberal Piedmontese institutions. Significantly, on August 29,
Cavour had written his trusted secretary Costantino Nigra that “the
crucial time has come. With God’s help, Italy will be unified in three
months.”102 On October 21, plebiscites held in the continental South
and in Sicily resulted in an overwhelming vote in favor of the annexa-
tion of the former Bourbon kingdom to Piedmont.103

On March 17, 1861, Victor Emmanuel II was proclaimed king of
Italy. The entire Italian peninsula, with the sole exceptions of Venice
and Rome, was now effectively unified under the Piedmontese consti-
tutional monarchy, and Cavour’s plan of extending Piedmontese lib-
eral institutions to the other Italian regions could now proceed apace.
Not surprisingly, the Italian kingdom’s birth in 1861 ended Cavour’s
alliance with the Democrats, even though they had been the main sup-
porters of the National Society, since the one common goal they had
with Cavour’s Moderate Liberals—national unification—had been
achieved. At the same time, it is fair to say that, despite Cavour’s pro-
gressive understanding and acting on the need to extend liberal insti-
tutions to the entire Italian peninsula, the principle of inclusiveness
that was so strong in Lincoln’s nationalism proved to be much weaker
in Cavour’s attitude toward the collectivity of the Italian people, espe-
cially in regard to his tormented relationship with southern Italy. In
practice, Cavour could not help but think that the Italian south was
inherently backward in comparison to the north. This idea came to
him from the “conviction—in Giuseppe Galasso’s words—that the
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Mezzogiorno [southern Italy] was a region extremely rich in natural
resources, which the centuries-old bad governments had mortified
and reduced to the conditions in which it was in 1860.”1%4 The solu-
tion, for Cavour, was to bring to the backward south Piedmontese lib-
eral institutions and administrative and economic modernization.1%

To be sure, it would appear that, similarly to Lincoln, Cavour
refused, for the most part, to compromise over his idea of progressive
nationalism based on moderate liberal principles. Yet, also similarly to
Lincoln, during the most difficult moments of the process of national
unification, he was prepared to take equally illiberal measures in order
to achieve the ultimate goal of creation of a nation-state along liberal
lines. This is particularly clear in the way Cavour handled the plebi-
scites in southern Italy, which led to the regions’ annexation to Pied-
mont. Even though he had claimed, in line with his liberal thought,
that, like the plebiscites in Tuscany and Emilia-Romagna, the plebi-
scites in the Mezzogiorno should be free and manifest clearly the will
of the people, by October 1860, weary of a possible negative response
of the southern Italian people to the prospect of annexation, Cavour
was prepared to use military force to guarantee a positive outcome,
since national unification to him was not negotiable.!%¢ As he wrote
King Victor Emmanuel II in December 1860, “the aim is clear, and
not open to discussion: to impose unification on the weakest and most
corrupt part of Italy [the south]. There is also little doubt about the
means: ethical means, and if this is not enough, physical force.”!0”
Thus, in the name of the great overall plan of creating a progres-
sive Italian nation-state with liberal institutions spread throughout the
peninsula, Cavour was prepared to sacrifice at least some of his liberal
principles—the same way Lincoln was prepared to sacrifice some of
his own libertarian principles in order to keep the Union together and
under a Republican government.

At unification’s end, though, Cavour also reasserted his commit-
ment to the liberal principles, and he showed this particularly through
his staunch support of decentralization in the debates over the new
ITtalian administrative system. Writing in January 1861, Cavour clari-
fied that “the central power” was to be strong, “while yet allowing the
regions and provinces to have a genuine self-government.”'%8 In his
view, the Italian “Parliament will gather within itself the representa-
tives of all the regions of Italy . . . it will be an instrument of harmony
and union, not of centralizing tyranny.” 1% With these words, Cavour
expressed the substance of his idea of a progressive Italian nation, one
in which the function of a strong central government was to be that of
guarantor of the basic liberties, also at the administrative level. Even
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though he was forced to abandon his plans for complete administra-
tive autonomy of the southern regions as a result of widespread rural
unrest in the Mezzogiorno’s countryside and the beginning of the long
and costly civil war known as Great Brigandage, Cavour continued
to support the idea of governmental autonomy—which, effectively,
he had always advocated—for both cities and provinces through-
out Italy.!'0 In this sense, therefore, we can say that, both in Lin-
coln’s Union and Cavour’s Italy the liberal principles were to guide
and inform the shape of the new unified nation and the relationship
between the national government and the nation’s citizens.!!!

Neither Abraham Lincoln nor Camillo Cavour lived to guide their
newly unified nations in the first difficult years of their existence. Lin-
coln was murdered and died on April 15, 1865, while Cavour had
already died of fever on June 6, 1861. Arguably, the liberal princi-
ples at the heart of Lincoln’s and Cavour’s concepts of “progressive
nationalism” left very different legacies. Lincoln’s “inclusive” vision
of a United States in which both whites and blacks would have even-
tually enjoyed equal civil rights had a dramatic confirmation in the
legal measures taken by the Radical Republican dominated Congress
during the period of Congressional Reconstruction (1866-70). Con-
versely, Cavour’s “exclusive” vision of the Italian nation—one that
owed much to his inability to understand the particular conditions of
the Mezzogiorno—acted, despite his actual words of caution, as an ide-
ological background to the liberal Italian government’s repression of
the large-scale civil war and rebellion of southern peasants in the Great
Brigandage (1861-65). Still, it is significant that both Lincoln and
Cavour had advocated both firmness and leniency toward those who
had been vanquished in the process of national unification—advice
that, in both cases, fell on the deaf ears of their seemingly unprepared
successors, with incalculable consequences for the subsequent histo-
ries of the two countries.!12

Looking in a wider perspective, we can say that the comparison
of Lincoln and Cavour as ideologues of a “progressive national-
ism” that joined together economic progress and national extension
of basic political and civil rights shows elements of an ethos shared
by many progressive politicians in Europe and the Americas. In this
respect, this particular comparison could widen its scope and analyze
in a similar way the thought of other members of Lincoln’s govern-
ment and of the Republican Party, such as William H. Seward, and,
on the other side, other Moderate Liberals who took part in Cavour’s
governments, such as Massimo D’Azeglio. Interestingly, both Seward
and D’Azeglio were foremost diplomats in their own countries, and
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therefore this particular comparison would shed a great deal of light
on the international dimension of the progressive nationalist ideology
best represented by Lincoln and Cavour.!13

An equally important comparison would be one focusing on the
relationship between Lincoln and the Radical Republicans and the
relationship between Cavour and the Democrats—as both are stud-
ies in how moderate leadership dealt with more radical elements in
the process of nation-building. In both cases, scholarship abounds
on these two particular relationships in isolation, but the comparative
perspective would help to understand how in Lincoln’s case the Radi-
cal Republicans were increasingly instrumental in radicalizing Lin-
coln’s view of slavery and in transforming the Civil War into a process
of nation-building with emancipation at its core. In Cavour’s case,
the Democrats ended up co-opted by Cavour’s Moderate Liberals in
a plan that prioritized nation-building over the debate on the actual
form of government the new nation would have. As a consequence, in
reverse pattern, in the United States, Radical Republicans continued
to exercise a large degree of influence in Congress even after the Civil
War, especially at the time of Congressional Reconstruction, being
at the forefront of the struggle to ensure the freed people equal civil
rights. In Italy, instead, the Democrats remained a rather overlooked
minority after national unification, and many of them opted to remain
well outside the parliamentary life of the new nation as a way to main-
tain their radical beliefs.!1#

Looking for comparative perspectives beyond the United States
and Italy, it is interesting to note that some scholars have taken Lin-
coln as a representative of a particular era in which liberal principles
triumphed on a global scale. Therefore, the essays in the recent edited
collection The Global Lincoln have shown how Lincoln has been con-
sidered an international icon representing the values of freedom and,
effectively, progress, not just in the United States and Europe, but
also in Asia and Latin America. The Latin American case is particu-
larly enlightening, not just because liberalism was the dominant ide-
ology among the nineteenth-century ruling elites in most of South
America, but also because, as Nicola Miller has shown, Argentinian
liberal statesman Domingo Sarmiento published a biography of Lin-
coln, shortly after the latter’s death. Later on, as president (1868-74),
Sarmiento effectively supported the implementation of a version of
Lincoln’s progressive nationalism in Argentina as a means to con-
struct a strong, progressive, and centralized nation, capable of resist-
ing centrifugal movements. Sarmiento famously expounded his own
idea of progress and liberalism in relation to nation-building in his
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novel Facundo (1845), in which he criticized the authoritarian poli-
tics of dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas. In this connection, it is worth
noticing that, unlike the case of Lincoln, Cavour’s place in the global
context of nineteenth-century liberal nation-building has not yet been
properly addressed by historians.!1®

Other scholars have, instead, focused on Lincoln’s momentous
achievement of slave emancipation in comparative perspective and
have looked at the other contemporary, and equally momentous,
achievement of serf emancipation in Russia. In this case, comparison
has either looked at the dynamics, objectives, and ultimate results of
the two legal provisions—a field of study pioneered by Peter Kolchin
in several essays—or else, scholars have analyzed Lincoln in compari-
son with Czar Alexander II in studies more concerned with the par-
allels in style of leadership than in the ideologies that inspired the
two statesmen, ideologies too different and far apart to be fruitfully
compared. In this respect, the latter type of comparative study resem-
bles the well-established comparison between Lincoln and Bismarck,
which was popular in the nineteenth century, and the related com-
parison between the American Civil War and the wars for German
unification—a comparison mostly attempted by military historians.
Also in this case, in fact, the emphasis is on the style of leadership,
and, in this particular case, on the commitment of both Lincoln and
Bismarck to nation-building at whatever cost, including the one of
implementing an ecarlier form of “total war” fought with a relatively
advanced and deadly technology, and targeting, at least to a certain
extent, civilians as well as armies in the field.11¢

However, while all these possible comparisons have the virtue of
shedding light on previously little known aspects or themes related
to Lincoln’s influence and legacy as a liberal icon, or to the signifi-
cance of the Emancipation Proclamation in an era of emancipations
from unfree labor, or to Lincoln’s style of leadership in an era of
nation-building and advancements in technological warfare, none of
these comparative investigations focus on the crucial Euro-American
dimension of the main principles to which Lincoln subscribed as he
envisioned the type of American nation he sought to fashion from the
ashes of the Civil War. Those principles were at the basis of an ideol-
ogy of progressive nationalism that Lincoln shared with contemporary
and progressive European liberal statesmen and nation-builders, and
first and foremost with Piedmontese Camillo Cavour, the mastermind
behind the creation of a liberal Italian nation.!1”
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CHAPTER 5

~ISK~

THE SPECTER OF CONFEDERATE
SECESSION IN EARLY
PoST-UNIFICATION ITALY

In the early days of June 1861, Count Camillo Cavour, the first
prime minister of unified Italy, and former prime minister of the Pied-
montese Kingdom of Sardinia, was on his deathbed with high fever.
For the previous ten years, Cavour had been the driving political and
diplomatic force behind the movement that had led to Italian national
unification and that had resulted in the creation of the Kingdom of
Italy in March 1861.! In those last days of his life, Cavour gave advice
to his successors about maintaining the authority of the Italian gov-
ernment over the whole peninsula and not treating the population of
southern Italy too harshly. The latter was the territory that Giuseppe
Garibaldi had conquered in 1860, leading to the annexation of the
Bourbon Kingdom of the Two Sicilies to the north-based Kingdom of
Sardinia in the process of Italian national unification.? Cavour feared
the possibility of an Italian civil war starting from the southern part
of the country (or the Mezzggiorno) and in all likelihood reflected on
the sequence of events that was unfolding in the United States. Sig-
nificantly, he commented on the news of an imminent American Civil
War in a somewhat pessimistic tone, noting that, “while the thrust to
unification takes hold of Europe, America is about to divide itself.”3
Effectively, with this particular observation, Cavour compared and
contrasted the seemingly opposite processes of national unification in
Italy—which he optimistically saw as leading the way to other national
unifications, such as the one that would take place in Germany only a
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few years later—and national division in the United States, implicitly
posing the question of whether the breakup of the Union could serve
as a cautionary tale for Italy and for the future unified countries of
Europe.

To be sure, by June 1861, Cavour had reason to believe that a civil
war was about to start in the United States. The previous February,
seven southern states had seceded from the Union and formed the
Confederate States of America, or the Confederacy. Considering this
an act of treason, newly inaugurated President Abraham Lincoln had
reinforced the federal garrison at Fort Sumter, in Charleston, leading
to the first effective battle between the Union and the Confederacy,
with a resounding victory by the latter on April 14, 1861. Soon after,
four more southern states had broken away from the Union, complet-
ing the process of secession. In April, after the Battle of Fort Sumter,
Lincoln had called for 75,000 volunteers, and in May he called for
42,000 more; Confederate President Jefferson Davis did the same,
calling for 100,000 volunteers in March.# In June 1861, therefore,
it was clear to external observers in Europe, including Cavour in
Italy, that the Confederacy’s secession from the Union was about to
plunge the United States into a costly Civil War. Understandably, the
reception of the news of secession and the imminent Civil War from
America had different meanings for different European nations.® In
particular, as Tiziano Bonazzi has noted, “in nations that had been
just unified, such as Italy, or in nations still looking for ways to be uni-
fied, such as Germany, the aversion toward the [U.S.] southern states’
secessionist movement was often a result of fear of anti-unification
processes at home.”% This was, thus, the case of post-Unification Italy
in the summer of 1861, when the American Civil War began, lead-
ing Cavour and the political leaders who succeeded him to fear that
a sequence of events resembling the ones that were occurring in the
United States might also occur in a still fragile unified Italy.

Cavour died on June 6, 1861, but his words on leniency toward
southern Italy and his observation on the coming of the Civil War in
America had a clear echo in the events following his death. Cavour’s
successors applied the harshest possible policies to the southern Italian
population, leading effectively to the five-year long civil war called
the Great Brigandage, fought in 1861-65—contemporaneously with
the American Civil War—between the Italian army, mostly made up
of northerners and southerners who supported the Italian state, and
guerrilla units made up of southern Italian peasants and decommis-
sioned Bourbon soldiers.” Providing an interesting and unexplored
counterpoint to the course of the American Civil War, which in the
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first two years saw the Confederacy managing to maintain the inde-
pendence acquired with secession, in 1861-62, the Italian govern-
ment witnessed the greatest moment of risk for a possible secession
of the southern Italian provinces, first as a result of the dynastic war
waged by the deposed Bourbon dynasty against Italian rule in the
Mezzogiorno, and then as a consequence of the actions of popular
hero and democratic leader Giuseppe Garibaldi in his attempt to win
over the southern Italian population to join him in the conquest of
Rome. The Italian government eventually succeeded in averting the
possibility of a secession of southern Italy, and therefore in preventing
the Italian nation from following a similar fate to that of the United
States in those same years, but at the cost of increasing the scale of its
military effort and of imposing the state of siege and martial law in
most of the south, with a consequent large number of casualties—a
state of affairs that continued for the next three years, until 1865.8

1861: THE BOURBON WAR AGAINST THE KINGDOM
OF ITALY IN AN AMERICAN CONTEXT

Effectively, by July 1861, both the United States and Italy were
engaged in civil wars in which recognized legitimate governments—
the Union and the Kingdom of Italy—stood against those who were
classified as rebels—the Confederates and the brigands supported by
the Bourbons. Similarly to the American Civil War, the southern Ital-
ian civil war began with a siege, when the fortress of Gaeta, near
Naples, had fallen into the hands of the Piedmontese soldiers after
102 days of almost uninterrupted shelling, on February 14, 1861. In
the siege, during which General Enrico Cialdini utilized more than
160,000 bombs, as Gigi Di Fiore has recently written, “the fortress
of Gaeta became, in the Italian Mezzogiorno, the symbol of the not
yet annihilated Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.”® At the same time, the
dignity and honor of the Bourbon soldiers provided a marked con-
trast to the brutality of the Piedmontese army, whose constant assault
even prevented the nurses from taking care of the wounded. That
event simultaneously defeated the last legitimate opposition to Italian
unification, leading Bourbon King Francis II and his wife Maria Sofia
to flee and take refuge in Rome under the protection of Pope Pius IX,
and also paved the way for the start of a subsequent informal large-
scale guerrilla warfare.!9 The latter was waged by Francis 11 through
his support for the Great Brigandage and the coordination of the
brigands’ actions against the Italian government and army, with the
help of former Bourbon soldiers and foreign military officers in the
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hope of causing through a civil war the secession of the southern
provinces from Italy and the restoration of the Bourbon Kingdom
of the Two Sicilies. Thus, whereas in the United States the Civil
War was a direct consequence of the secession of the Confederacy
from the Union, in Italy the southern Italian civil war—the Great
Brigandage—was initially fought by pro-Bourbon supporters with
the hope that it would lead to a secession of the Mezzogiorno from
the Italian Kingdom.

When looking at the events in southern Italy keeping in mind the
influence that events in the American Civil War might have had on
ITtalian attitudes, it is important to briefly look at the parallels and
connections between the United States and the newly formed Italian
nation—a part of the history of this period that has been thoroughly
studied by both American and Italian scholars. In general, despite the
neutral attitude of American consuls and diplomatic charges—first and
foremost, among them, John Daniel, who represented the United
States government in the Kingdom of Sardinia’s capital Turin from
1853 to 1860—for the entire duration of the process of Italian unifi-
cation there was a clear sympathy both in the American public opinion
and in the American government for the Italian cause, and this atti-
tude at times led to interesting and unexpected parallels and compari-
sons between the American and Italian situations. Thus, in an article
published on September 19, 1860 about Francis II’s escape from
Naples to the fortress of Gaeta, the U.S. Radical Republican newspa-
per Chicago Press and Tribune commented on “the escape to Gaeta of
that young proslavery King of Naples, and the approach to Naples of
the republican army with the antislavery Garibaldi at its command.”!!
Interestingly, the terms “proslavery” and “antislavery” are not meant
literally, but rather as if they were the equivalent of “reactionary” and
“progressive” in both the American and the Italian contexts. This type
of analogy and comparison emerged particularly clearly in the articles
and editorials of the New York Daily Tribune, which was directed by
Radical Republican Horace Greely and which sided wholeheartedly
with the cause of Italian national unification, “using common terms—
in Daniele Fiorentino’s words—to the language of antislavery advo-
cates: irrepressible conflict, emancipation,” and others.!> On March
1, 1861, reporting on the fall of the fortress of Gaeta, the New York
Times claimed that it was “the last battle fought in Europe [with]
the uncompromising despotism which yielded nothing in the cause of
popular liberty,” by which the author meant that the cause of Italian
freedom had won against what was, effectively, perceived as Bourbon
tyranny.!3 For its part, Lincoln’s Union government did not pass up
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any chance to acknowledge from the start the legitimacy of the Ital-
ian Kingdom, and with a letter dated April 13, 1861—the day before
the fall of Fort Sumter and less than a month after the official cre-
ation of the Italian nation—Lincoln’s Secretary of State William H.
Seward explained to Italian Ambassador Giuseppe Bertinatti, who had
been appointed by Cavour, that the United States recognized King
Victor Emmanuel II as the legitimate King of Italy and his author-
ity as “entirely in accordance with the wishes of the Italian people,”
even though Seward also insisted that the authority be exercised with
“moderation and wisdom.”!#

The friendly relations between Lincoln’s Union and Cavour’s Italy
were a logical consequence of the important foundations that Cavour
himself had laid out in the preunification period, specifically when he
had declared himself, as early as 1852, a convinced opponent of the
U.S. South’s extremists in the Democratic Party and of the latter’s
clear “support for slavery,” and thus close to the antislavery Whigs who
would later form the bulk of the Republican Party.!® At the same time,
Giuseppe Bertinatti, the diplomatic representative for the Kingdom of
Sardinia in Washington, DC, was confirmed by Cavour as ambassador
for the Kingdom of Italy in the United States in March 1861. From
1855 to 1861, Bertinatti was in constant contact with Cavour, and
in 1861 he did not hesitate to write the prime minister that he con-
sidered Confederate secession an act of treason aimed at destroying
the unity of the American nation, thus embracing Lincoln’s stance on
this. For his part, Cavour maintained a neutral position on the mat-
ter, but he also advised Bertinatti to convey the Italian government’s
sympathy to Lincoln’s Union, thus informally supporting the latter
and acknowledging it as the only legitimate government in the United
States.'¢ Thus, Cavour effectively made sure that, right at the very
beginning of Italy’s creation, Lincoln knew that the Italian ruling class
was on the Union’s side and against secession, even though privately
he was somewhat pessimistic about the Union’s survival through the
impending American Civil War. Cavour’s successors, then, followed
in his footsteps, since, as Raimondo Luraghi has pointed out, “the
ruling class that had guided the Risorgimento certainly did not feel,
at the same time that the new [Italian] kingdom faced its first labored
unification crisis, it could be in a position to support any secession-
ist attempt, wherever it came from.”!” This was especially the case
of Bettino Ricasoli, Cavour’s direct successor, not only because—
similarly to Cavour—he was a staunch antislavery advocate, and there-
fore closer to Lincoln and the Union government, but also because,
after Cavour’s death, he was the first prime minister who had to face
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the escalation of the crisis of the Great Brigandage in southern Italy,
effectively a civil war with secession as a possible outcome.

Thus, in the words of Axel Korner, “when Baron Ricasoli, Cavour’s
successor as Italian prime minister, expressed his strong support for
the constitutional authorities of the North [i.e., Lincoln’s Union
government|, he did this also in the awareness of secessionist hopes
among Papal and Southern legitimists of the Italian peninsula.”!® In
other words, especially in 1861, the first year of the Great Brigand-
age, the activities of the supporters of the restoration of the Bourbon
Kingdom—which they considered the “legitimate” one instead of the
Italian government, and thus they called themselves “legitimists”—
helped also by the Papal anti-Italian sentiment, created a situation that
Ricasoli and the Italian ruling class, aware of the events in America,
must have seen as possibly conducive to secession. In short, the paral-
lels between the American and Italian situations were so self-evident
that, for Ricasoli, taking a stand in favor of the American Union in the
United States was the equivalent of taking a stand in favor of main-
taining the unity of the Italian Kingdom in Italy. This is the reason
for the description of Ricasoli’s words that George Perkins Marsh,
newly appointed diplomatic representative for the United States in
Italy, made in a letter he sent Seward on June 17, 1861, shortly after
Cavour’s death and Ricasoli’s installment as prime minister. In the
letter, Perkins said that “[t]he tone of his [Ricasoli’s] remarks leaves
no room for doubt that his personal sympathies, as well as those of his
Government, are entirely on the side of the President and constituted
authorities of the Union in this great struggle,” that is, in the impend-
ing American Civil War.!® The analogy between the American and
Italian situations would become even greater later on, as the Union
faced its first major defeat against the Confederacy at the first battle
of Bull Run on July 21, 1861,%° while, in the same period, the Italian
government was forced to confront the full-scale rebellion of Bour-
bon soldiers and pro-Bourbon supporters as the Great Brigandage
raged, especially in the region of Basilicata.

Throughout 1861, the Great Brigandage was a civil war whose
main aim was to restore Bourbon King Francis II to his former
throne, from which he had been deposed with the formation of the
Italian Kingdom.?! Several supporters of the Bourbons and oppo-
nents of the newly formed Italian nation and its constitutional mon-
archy came from abroad to help in the effort to overturn the outcome
of Italian national unification and restore the Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies.?? Among those supporters of the Bourbons, the most famous
and talented was Spanish officer José Borjés. A former commander
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of Carlist forces in Spain, Borjés was an expert in guerrilla operations
and the ideal candidate for the overall command of the pro-Bourbon
forces, according to Francis II’s advisers. On September 14, 1861,
Borjés landed in Calabria, where he joined the legendary head of
the largest of a number of peasant bands of brigands—Carmine
Donatelli, called Crocco, the anointed leader of his 2,000 men. For
most of the previous spring and summer, Crocco—who had previ-
ously served in the Bourbon army and had then fought for Garibaldi,
until he had become disillusioned with Italy’s treatment of its south-
ern subjects—had effectively managed to gather a small army that
included many decommissioned Bourbon soldiers. With that army,
Crocco and his lieutenant Ninco Nanco had launched a large-scale
guerrilla warfare in the central and northern region of Basilicata,
focusing on the important town of Melfi, which he had captured
and occupied by April 1861, aiming at overthrowing Italian rule in
southern Italy.?3

There is no doubt that Crocco and many other rebels had a genu-
ine wish, at the start, to restore the Bourbon dynasty, but there is
also no doubt that others, instead, received some kind of compensa-
tion simply for waging civil war against the Italian state. This was an
aspect that was understood particularly well by retired English diplo-
mat Peter Brown, who wrote as a freelance agent, reporting on the
situation of southern Italy to John Russell, secretary of state in the
British government headed by Lord Palmerston, from his residence in
Castellamare di Stabia, near Naples. Writing to Russell on September
9, 1861, Brown noticed that the brigands “supporters of the Bour-
bons . . . take the Bourbon side because they are paid by the Bour-
bons . . . their fidelity to the Bourbons or any other cause depends
solely on the profit they make by it.”?# Irrespectively from the tone
and allegations, which are perhaps too cynical, it is undeniable that the
link between the brigands’ activities and the Bourbon war against the
Kingdom of Italy was also one in which covert operations providing
a great deal of funding by Francis II to the guerrilla activities played
a large part. A few days after this letter, with the arrival of Borjés in
Calabria, Crocco widened the scope of his guerrilla warfare, until he
parted with Borjés, not wanting to move on the city of Potenza, the
largest in the province. Left without an army, Borjés attempted to
reach the Papal State, but was captured and shot by the Italian troops
without a trial on December 8, 1861. Conversely, Crocco continued
to lead the largest band of brigands in the region of Basilicata and
continued to wage relentless guerrilla campaigns against contingents
of Italian soldiers, moving as far as the neighboring areas of Principato
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Citra, Capitanata, Terra di Bari, and Terra d’Otranto. Yet, there is
little doubt that the death of Borjés was the episode that effectively
signaled the end of a particularly intense phase of pro-Bourbon activi-
ties in southern Italy and the end of the most concrete possibility for
Francis II to turn the Great Brigandage into a dynastic war for the
secession of the Mezzogiorno and the recreation of the Kingdom of
the Two Sicilies.?

For the duration of 1861, though, the scale of the phenomenon
of pro-Bourbon activities continued to escalate and quickly became
unmanageable for Ricasoli’s and Cavour’s successors in the Italian
government. From the beginning, in order to fight the Bourbon
guerrillas, the Italian army employed measures and tactics of retalia-
tion in southern Italy that were meant to be eftective in their brutality,
specifically in order to provide an example of shocking punishment to
the rebellious population and thus prevent the occurrence of further
anti-Italian action. To illustrate this point, it is best to look at a par-
ticularly well-known episode. On the morning of August 14, 1861,
Coronel Pier Eleonoro Negri and 400 soldiers of the Italian army
reached the small village of Pontelandolfo in Campania, a region that
was very close to Basilicata and to the area of Crocco’s activities. The
village of Pontelandolfo itself was in the middle of an area that was in
a state of utter unrest, with a large display of pro-Bourbon activities,
and one that had eftectively rebelled against Italian authorities. Only
a few days carlier, a band of anti-Italian brigands and Bourbon sup-
porters from Pontelandolfo and the nearby village of Casalduni had
assaulted a company of soldiers, leaving 45 dead on the ground. In
retaliation, General Enrico Cialdini, now commander in chief of the
Italian army in the Mezzogiorno, ordered Negri to burn Pontelandolfo
and Casalduni to the ground.?¢

One of Negri’s soldiers at Pontelandolfo, Carlo Margolfo, wrote
“we entered the village, we immediately began shooting priests and
men, whoever happened to be there, then the soldiers went on the
rampage and finally we burned the entire village, inhabited by ca.
4,500 people.”?” In his September 9 letter to John Russell, British
diplomat Peter Brown echoed Margolfo’s account by saying that “in
retaliation . . . troops of the line arrived at the Village, which they
burned to the ground, and put to death every human being belong-
ing to it on whom they could put their hands.”?® The number of
people effectively killed in Pontelandolfo and Casalduni, several of
whom burned alive in their houses, is still subject to debate, but it
must have been at least of several hundred, if not more, according
to Democrat Giuseppe Ferrari, who denounced the massacre in the
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ITtalian Parliament soon after the event. More important, still, is the
fact that the burning of Pontelandolfo and Casalduni is, perhaps,
only the most famous among a number of similar episodes of retali-
ation and massacres that the Italian army committed against south-
ern villages—what led to an exacerbation of the resentment of the
southern Italian population against the Italian government and to an
escalation of anti-Italian activities, even after the pro-Bourbon cause
had mostly died out at the end of 1861.%°

If it had succeeded, the coordination of pro-Bourbon activities
with brigands’ action against the Italian Kingdom could have used
the state of civil war in those southern Italian provinces where the
Great Brigandage was more intense to trigger a phenomenon similar
to Confederate secession in the United States, with the consequent
separation of southern Italy from the Italian nation. Former prime
minister Massimo D’Azeglio captured perfectly the significance of the
situation when he wrote confidentially to his friend Carlo Matteucci
on August 2, 1861:

we need sixty battalions to hold southern Italy down, and even they
seem inadequate. What with brigands and non brigands, it is notorious

that nobody wants us there . . . Our principles and our policy must be
wrong. We must get the Neapolitans to tell us once and for all whether
they want us there or not . . . we cannot preserve . . . hostility toward

Italians who, while remaining Italians, reject union with us.3¢

In his perceptive and accurate analysis, D’Azeglio had seen how the
protracting of civil war in southern Italy was a manifestation of the
southern Italian population’s sentiment of rejection of the union
with the Italian Kingdom. Only a few months later, as Francesco Bar-
bagallo has recently noted, “in November 1861, in a speech given at
the House, Democrat Giuseppe Ferrari talked of ‘civil war’” openly
for the first time while referring to the events in the Mezzogiorno.3!
While D’Azeglio, and also presumably Ferrari, thought that the best
possible solution was to let southern Italians free to decide whether
to be part of Italy or not, Prime Minister Ricasoli, following the tradi-
tion inaugurated by Cavour, adopted essentially the same approach
that Lincoln took in regard to Confederate secession in America, and
considered the preservation of Italian unity as crucial as Lincoln con-
sidered the preservation of the American Union. While perhaps noble
in principle, though, this approach led to an exacerbation of conflict
in southern Italy, with the deployment of an increasing number of
ITtalian troops—about which D’Azeglio vividly complained—to fight



132 THE AGE OF LINCOLN AND CAVOUR

the Great Brigandage” which, even with a weaker link to the Bourbon
cause after 1861, continued to conjure images of a possible secession
of southern Italy throughout the next two years.

1862-63: SECESSION AVERTED
IN SOUTHERN ITALY

In the summer of 1862, the American Civil War and southern Italy’s
Great Brigandage were well into their first year; by then, in both cases,
the response of the legitimate government—the Union in one case
and the Italian monarchy in the other—to the national crisis had led
to a rapid escalation in the deployment of men and resources, though
in different ways and degrees. Regardless, the Union government
seemed no more able to subdue the Confederacy in the U.S. South
than the Italian government was able to subdue the brigand and pro-
Bourbon activity in southern Italy, and the two civil wars continued,
with no end in sight for either conflict. In the United States, despite
some important victories—notably at the Battle of Shiloh on April
67, 1862—the Union’s war record showed clearly the inability to
end the Confederate rebellion, especially after the failure of George
McClellan to capture Richmond in the Peninsula Campaign (March—
July 1862). Thus, in the summer of 1862, after more than a year
of hostilities, not only was the Confederacy still independent, but
it also seemed that Lincoln’s government and armies were not able
to reverse the results of Confederate secession. The first important
change in this situation occurred with the major Union victory at
Antietam, on September 17, 1862, by all accounts a turning point in
the conflict and one that led to Lincoln’s release of the Preliminary
Emancipation Proclamation, in which he announced that slaves in
the Confederate areas would be considered free by January 1, 1863.
And on that date Lincoln released the final version of the Emancipa-
tion Proclamation.3? The significance of this momentous sequence of
events in the United States was not lost either on the Italian public
opinion or on the Italian government, at the head of which three
different prime ministers—Urbano Rattazzi, Luigi Carlo Farini, and
Marco Minghetti, all from Cavour’s parliamentary Right—succeeded
Ricasoli with little success in confronting the situation of emergency
in the Mezzogiorno.33 To all of them, and to the Democrats who were
members of the oppositional Left, the parallels between the American
Civil War and the civil war that raged in southern Italy were becom-
ing clearer and clearer as the anti-Italian guerrilla warfare of the Great
Brigandage neared its zenith.
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From the beginning of 1862, with the death of Borjés, there was
effectively less of a concrete possibility to restore Francis II and the
Bourbons in Naples. Yet, pro-Bourbon activists continued to stage
conspiracies and attempts to overthrow Italian rule in southern Italy
for the best part of the next two years, even though with less and
less success. In the winter of 1861-62, ex-Bourbon general Giuseppe
Statella convinced Rafael Tristany, a Spanish officer following in the
footsteps of Borjés, to take leadership of the guerrilla warfare that peas-
ants and ex-Bourbon soldiers were fighting on the border between the
Papal State and the southern provinces of the Italian Kingdom. In the
Abruzzi, where he established his headquarters, Tristany succeeded
in putting together a large band of some 3,000 men with whom
he planned to move into southern Italy. But the death of Statella
in November 1862 caused the disruption of the plan and, later on,
Tristany himself was arrested.?* In mid-1863, though, the danger of a
possible conspiracy leading to anti-Italian action by pro-Bourbon sup-
porters was real enough to alarm James Hudson, British ambassador
in Turin. On May 5, 1863, in fact, Hudson reported to John Russell
that “Francesco 1I [i.e., Francis I1] . . . is preparing with Bosco [i.e.,
Ferdinando Bosco, another important ex Bourbon general ] an expedi-
tion against Italy, the headquarters of the force being Corfu, where . . .
Francesco’s agents have been hatching this plot.”3> Presumably, the
idea behind the plot was for Bosco to move from the Greek island of
Corfu, facing Apulia, into the Mezzogiorno in the name of Francis 11
and stir the local peasants into creating a large anti-Italian and pro-
Bourbon popular movement led by the brigand bands, in which a
certain number of ex-Bourbon soldiers were still present; however,
the prospect of a restoration of Francis II seemed less and less realistic
with the passing of time, and therefore this plot, even more than the
previous ones, never really had a chance to succeed.

While pro-Bourbon action against the Italian Kingdom clearly
became less of a real threat in the period leading to the early months
of 1863, in the summer of 1862 activities against the Italian monar-
chical government had entered a new and even more dangerous phase
with the attempt by Giuseppe Garibaldi to unite the people and the
democratic forces in the Mezzogiorno toward the conquest of Rome.
This event ultimately prompted the Italian parliament to proclaim a
state of siege in the south in an attempt to avoid a secession of south-
ern Italy from the Italian Kingdom and a consequent situation similar
to the one of the American Civil War in the United States. Interest-
ingly, the previous year, Garibaldi had been contacted by American
diplomat Henry Shelton Sanford on behalf of Lincoln’s Secretary of
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State William H. Seward, with the offer of a high officer commission
in the Union army. The episode—thoroughly researched by several
Italian and American scholars, most recently by Don Doyle—did not
lead to anything concrete because of Garibaldi’s ultimate decline,
but it is symptomatic of the continuous sympathy and convergence
of views between Lincoln’s Union government and unified Italy.3¢
Seen in this perspective, the fact that, a year after he was approached
by the Union to fight against secession in America, Garibaldi ran the
risk of becoming a catalyst of secession in southern Italy would seem
contradictory. Yet, the reason lies in the fact that, even though clearly
comparable, the American Civil War and the southern Italian civil war
had some profound differences related specifically to the processes of
nation-building. In America, many of the most radical voices—several
of whom were abolitionists—had either joined the Republican Party
as Radical Republicans or somewhat supported Lincoln’s antislavery
Union government, but in Italy the Moderate Liberals had hijacked
the project of national unification with the creation of a constitutional
monarchy guided by the Right and including only those Democrats
who were members of the parliamentary Left. This, consequently,
excluded the most radical elements among the Democrats (i.c.,
those who wanted an Italian republic) from the politics of the Italian
national government.3”

Effectively, in southern Italy, the Democrats were a political force
whose revolutionary tradition stretched back to the 1830s and had
produced notable examples of radical thinkers and activists partly
inspired by Giuseppe Mazzini, from Benedetto Musolino to Carlo
Pisacane, both of whom had gone as far as proposing socialist reforms
that included land redistribution among the peasants.3® Thus, as Piero
Bevilacqua has written, “the democratic elites . . . [were] in the Mez-
zogiorno the only forces with some legitimate tie with the popular
strata.”3? Despite his ties to the Italian monarchy, Garibaldi was very
much part of the Democrats’ tradition, rather than the political tradi-
tion represented by the Right governments in Turin. In the spring
of 1862, the radical elements of the Democratic Party founded the
Associazione emancipatrice italiana (Italian Emancipationist Society),
whose official aim was to complete Italian national unification with
the conquest and annexation of Venice from Austria and Rome from
the Pope; yet, at least in the mind of radicals such as Mazzini, the
ultimate aim of the association was that of restoring the Democratic
Party’s leading role in Italian nation-building and creating an Ital-
ian democratic republic. In July 1862, though, Garibaldi, determined
to march on Rome, went to Sicily—against Mazzini’s advice to start
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with the conquest of Venice—and, after gathering 3,000 volunteers,
moved to the continental part of the Mezzogiorno, landing in Cal-
abria in August 1862. Even though Garibaldi’s plan was to repeat the
exploits of 1860, gathering volunteers along the way and then march-
ing toward the Papal State, the truth is that, with Garibaldi’s expedi-
tion, the Democrats had their last chance to garner the support of
the majority of the southern Italian population and take on the politi-
cal leadership of a large-scale popular movement—a movement that,
when combined with the activities of the brigands’ bands in fighting
a civil war against the Italian government, could have led to a possible
secession of southern Italy from the Italian Kingdom.4°

All too aware of this potentially explosive situation for the escala-
tion of the southern Italian civil war were the local authorities, such
as the deputy prefect of the village of Nicastro, where Garibaldi was
about to pass in that August of 1862; the deputy prefect wrote that
“if Garibaldi’s volunteers managed to reach the continent, a general
and simultaneous movement would occur here and it would be very
difficult to arrest it.”*! External observers also commented on the
situation with increasing weariness. On August 9, 1862, James Hud-
son wrote to John Russell, “why Garibaldi would create a civil war in
Sicily . . . is a policy which I am wholly unable to appreciate.”*? Also,
for his part, Hungarian patriot Giorgio Klapca wrote an open letter to
Garibaldi on August 23, 1862, in which he exhorted very clearly the
general to “keep away from [Italy] all these threats of civil war that
scare the good citizens.”*? Naturally, particularly aware of the impli-
cations of Garibaldi’s actions, and weary of the challenge that, effec-
tively, Garibaldi, launched to Emperor Napoleon III’s French troops,
which defended Rome and the Pope, was the Italian government,
which acted swiftly, declaring the state of siege in the Mezzogiorno and
giving carte blanche to General Alfonso La Marmora—who had suc-
ceeded Cialdini as commander in chief of the Italian army in southern
Italy in the autumn of the previous year—to restore law and order. On
August 29, La Marmora sent a detachment of soldiers led by Colo-
nel Emilio Pallavicini to intercept Garibaldi and his volunteers shortly
after they landed in Calabria. In the mountains of Aspromonte, Pal-
lavicini halted Garibaldi, famously wounding him in the leg, and at
the cost of twelve dead and fourteen wounded on the two sides.**
Effectively, the episode was symptomatic of the civil war that raged all
over southern Italy at the time of the Great Brigandage, since it saw,
in similar fashion, Italians fighting against Italians, even though in a
somewhat different context. Yet, Pallavicini’s action succeeded in pre-
empting the possibility that the Democrats’ revolutionary leadership
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could guide the massive peasant revolt of the brigands’ bands against
the Italian monarchical government and, therefore, also the possibility
of southern Italy’s secession with a consequent scenario of a civil war
between two politically divided parts of the country similar to the one
in America.

Both the state of emergency due to the widespread phenomenon of
the Great Brigandage—with its tenuous, but still dangerous, connec-
tions to the pro-Bourbon factions aiming at restoring Francis II—and
also the Garibaldi expedition to Aspromonte and the popular unrest
that accompanied it, provided the excuses that the Italian govern-
ment sought to further centralize the administration of the southern
provinces and install a harsher military regime in the Mezzogiorno.*®
Already in November 1861, southern Italy lost every semblance of
administrative autonomy with the abolition of the Lieutenancy of
Naples, by which provision—in the words of Salvatore Lupo—*“the
continental Mezzogiorno was inserted into the mechanism of cus-
tomary administration, on a chain of command that went from the
Minister of Internal Affairs in Turin to the prefects who resided in
the provincial capitals” of the southern regions.*” At the head of the
administrative system, Ricasoli had placed as prefect of Naples Gen-
eral Alfonso La Marmora; thus, from then on, southern Italy would
be governed directly from Turin and would be ruled, effectively, by
representatives of the Italian army. In this situation, it was certainly
casier for both the Italian government and the Italian army to begin
implementing extraordinary and illiberal military measures, especially
in those southern Italian provinces that the official decrees declared
in a “state of brigandage” (stato di brigantagyio), by which what was
really meant was a state of treasonous revolt against Italian author-
ity.#8 The fruits of this policy were seen with the progressive and
swift enlargement of the area declared in a state of revolt and the
consequent justification for the enforcement of the state of siege—
a policy that was wholly antithetic to Cavour’s ideas for governing
southern Italy. In fact, only a few months before his death, Cavour
had cautioned the Italian government with these words: “we will not
change Neapolitans by insulting them . . . no state of siege, none of
these measures that absolute governments use. Everybody can rule [a
country| with the state of siege. I will rule [the Neapolitans] keeping
their liberties . . . no, no state of siege, I warn you.”*? Yet, Cavour’s
successors, from Ricasoli to Rattazzi to Farini, seem to have had few
qualms or reservations about letting the Italian army enforce military
rule, and eventually implement the state of siege in large areas of the
Mezzogiorno.
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Even before the official implementation of the state of siege,
though, the local military authorities of some Italian regions had
enforced harsh laws that violated civil liberties.?® Thus, according to
Franco Molfese, the military commanders of Teramo, in the Abruzzi,
and of the Gargano and of Lucera, in Apulia, “published, between
1861 and 1862, draconian orders that practically prescribed the firing
squad for anybody who transgressed a plethora of laws,” which effec-
tively prevented the majority of the population there from conducting
their daily existence.”! And yet, a large part of the public opinion,
especially abroad, clearly believed that the Italian army should take
control of the situation, no matter the cost in terms of civil liberties,
in order to defeat anti-Italian and brigand activities. This is clear, for
example, in a confidential “Report upon the state of brigandage in the
Provinces of the Abruzzi and Capitanata,” written by British diplomat
L. Oliphant on April 19, 1862 and sent to John Russell; after having
described the difficult task that the Italian army faced especially in
Capitanata, in Apulia, where General Teobaldo Franzini confronted
one of the areas with the largest concentrations of brigands’ activities,
Oliphant stated clearly that “under these circumstances, the Govern-
ment has two alternatives: either establish martial law . . . or . . . send
reinforcements to the troops.”®? Either way, the solution envisioned
entailed the further extension of military powers, and this was exactly
what happened only a short time later, when, in the summer of 1862,
as Garibaldi made his way to Aspromonte, Prime Minister Rattazzi
declared the state of siege in the Mezzogiorno, which was then placed
under martial law. The Italian army thus legally replaced the civil
authority in large areas of southern Italy, leading to countless requisi-
tions, arrests, and public executions of suspect brigands and civilians
suspected to help them in their anti-Italian activities.®® Ultimately, this
regime of terror installed by the Italian army in southern Italy through
the state of siege combined with the increasing support of larger sec-
tions of the southern Italian population for the Italian state. These
two factors were responsible for the beginning of the end of the Great
Brigandage.>* Likely, this was also the ultimate reason why, despite
the continued state of civil war in the Mezzogiorno, no more serious
threats of a possible secession of the southern Italian provinces from
the Italian Kingdom occurred.

Interestingly, as the newly established Italian Kingdom was threat-
ened by the raging civil war and by the possibility of secession of
southern Italy, Lincoln’s Union government did not overlook the
opportunity to reaffirm its support for the Italian government against
all attempts by brigands’ bands and by revolutionary Democrats to
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overthrow Italian authority in the Mezzogiorno, as a letter sent by
Seward to Marsh in September 1862, shortly after both Aspromonte
and Antictam and the release of Lincoln’s Preliminary Emancipation
Proclamation, clearly attests. In the letter, Seward informed Marsh
that “the President [Lincoln] has not recognized at all the insurrec-
tionary movements which have recently occurred in Italy . . . we know
there only the Government, the authorities and the flag of the King-
dom of Italy.”>> Anthony Shugaar has noticed that, in the same letter,
“the term ‘insurgents’ was used twice in the letter, once for the Italian
brigands fighting to restore the Bourbon monarchy, and once for the
Confederate troops fighting the Union.”*® Thus, Seward effectively
made a comparison, likely thinking along similar lines as Ricasoli and
Rattazzi, between the Italian Kingdom’s struggle against Bourbon
reactionary forces and the Union’s struggle against the Confederate
armies. From both the American and Italian diplomats’ points of view,
the two struggles saw two legitimate nations—the United States and
Italy—in comparable difficulties because of the civil wars that they
were fighting against illegitimate and treasonous enemies.

Yet, there was more to the comparison between the American and
southern Italian civil wars, since, even though Seward did not state it
clearly, the connection between the two legitimate struggles against
illegitimate threats also led to the justification of the Union govern-
ment’s and the Italian monarchy’s extraordinary and illiberal measures
in defeating their enemies—the Confederates and the pro-Bourbon
brigands—guilty of treason. In fact, it is important to remember that,
in the same years in which the Italian government enforced the state
of siege in southern Italy, violating civil liberties for the sake of ending
the civil war caused by the Great Brigandage, in America Lincoln’s
Union government also adopted illiberal measures in the American
South’s border states, as mentioned in the previous chapter. The bor-
der states were the five southern slave states that were loyal to the
Union and that ran the risk of seceding and joining the Confederacy,
thus upsetting the balance of power in favor of the latter. Clearly,
Lincoln could not afford to allow this to happen, and therefore he
adopted illiberal measures to keep possible Confederate sympathizers
under control, mostly by implementing mass arrests without trials, and
was harshly criticized as a tyrant by the Congressional opposition.®”
This was similar, to a certain extent, to the way the Right-led govern-
ments were charged of being authoritarian by the Left parliamentary
opposition in Italy. The comparison between the Union and the Ital-
ian governments’ adoptions of illiberal measures thus assumes particu-
lar significance when we think that, effectively, both related to ways of
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preventing the possibility of secession where it had not yet happened,
in one case in the Union’s border states of the American South, and in
the other case in vast areas of Italy’s continental Mezzogiorno.

In sum, in the period 1861-63, both the United States and Italy
were engaged in costly civil wars, even though of different scale and
significance. The fact that nineteenth-century sources such as the writ-
ings of William H. Seward and George Perkins Marsh, on one hand,
and those of Giuseppe Bertinatti and Count Cavour, on the other,
seem to have hinted at possible comparisons between the American
Civil War and the southern Italian civil war should alert us to the fact
that important government officials in the United States and Italy
were aware of the parallels between the two struggles. Those paral-
lels focused on the reciprocal recognition of two legitimate national
governments—the Union and the Kingdom of Ttaly—fighting against
illegitimate enemies—the Confederacy and the pro-Bourbon “brig-
ands.” Yet, an important difference was that in the United States,
Confederate secession had already occurred and had led to the
Union’s reaction and the start of the American Civil War, while in
carly post-Unification Italy, civil war raged as the Great Brigandage
spiraled out of control, and this led to a possible threat of secession
of southern Italy from the rest of the country. It is in this parallel
context—of fear of a situation similar to the contemporaneous Ameri-
can one, with an Italian Kingdom politically divided after the possible
secession of the Mezzogiorno, and two separate entities engaged in
warfare—that we should view the attempts to restore Francis II by
supporters of the Bourbon monarchy in 1861-62 and the attempted
rallying of the southern Italian masses and democratic forces around
Garibaldi in the summer of 1862. It is also from this perspective that
we should observe the consequent reaction of the Italian government
as an attempt to prevent what amounted, effectively, to two serious
threats of secession of the Mezzogiorno from the rest of the country
occurring in the midst of an already long and costly civil war.

It is not too much a stretch of the imagination to think that aware-
ness and fear of the possibility a southern Italian secession led Ricasoli,
Rattazzi, and Farini to adopt increasingly harsh measures in confront-
ing the situation of emergency in the Mezzogiorno. Remarkably, in
those same years in which the Italian government, pressed by the
large-scale guerrilla warfare waged by the brigands’ bands against the
Italian army and the possible revolutionary insurrection accompanying
Garibaldi’s march to Aspromonte, enforced the state of siege in south-
ern Italy, in the American Civil War Lincoln’s government enforced
illiberal measures and suspended civil liberties in the American South’s
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border states loyal to the Union. This was no mere coincidence, since,
in both cases, the threat related to the overthrowing of the authority
of the legitimate national government—i.e., the Italian Kingdom in
southern Italy and the Union in the American South’s border states—
with the consequent possibility of their outright secession from the
rest of the country. Significantly, as a result, in both cases, the illiberal
measures continued to be in force for the entire duration of the civil
war. In America, Lincoln’s suspension of civil liberties in the American
South’s border states lasted until the surrender and final defeat of the
Confederacy, while in southern Italy, from August 1863 to the end
of 1865, a new harsher legislative provision—the Pica Law—imposed
martial rule throughout the Mezzogiorno, leading to the defeat of the
Great Brigandage, but at the cost of an even more brutal regime of
military terror against both the “insurgent” combatants and the civil-
ian population of southern Italy.?3



CHAPTER 6

~ISK~

INNER C1viL WARS IN THE
CONFEDERATE SOUTH AND THE
ITALIAN MEZZOGIORNO, 1861-1865

In the previous chapter, we looked at one of two possible ways to
compare the American Civil War and southern Italy’s Great Brigand-
age, the civil war that followed Italian national unification—namely,
through the emphasis on the north-south divide and the related idea
of a secession of the southern part of the country from the national
polity based in the north. The comparative perspective in Chapter 5
worked mainly from the northern point of view, and therefore the
policies of northern statesmen—Lincoln and the Republicans in the
United States and Cavour and his successors in the parliamentary
Right in Italy—were the focus of the study, with important addi-
tional elements represented by significant transnational connections
between American and Italian politicians and by the presence of Brit-
ish observers. In this chapter I focus primarily on the southern regions
and emphasize the specific nature of the “inner civil wars” within the
Confederacy and the Mezzogiorno.! In this chapter, the comparative
perspective will serve to highlight both the similarities and the differ-
ences between the civil wars as internecine struggles that, for different
reasons and on different scales, pitched southerners against southern-
ers in the two regions in the period 1861-65.

In establishing the grounds for this second type of comparison,
it is important to acknowledge the convergence of two crucial ele-
ments in both the Confederacy’s experience and the Mezzogiorno’s
experience of inner civil war during this five-year period. The first
element is represented by the struggle between two opposing types of
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nationalism, a struggle that, ultimately, was part of a parallel process of
national consolidation in the United States and Italy within the wider
context of nation-building efforts in the nineteenth-century Euro-
American world and beyond, as noted in the Introduction. Thus,
while in America, southern supporters of Confederate and Unionist
nationalisms fought against cach other, in the Mezzogiorno southern
supporters of Bourbon and Italian nationalisms faced each other in
a comparable way. This particular point ties in with arguments put
forward by recent studies written by scholars such as Don Doyle,
Enrico Dal Lago, Timothy Roberts, Paul Quigley, and André Fleche.
These studies have sought to demonstrate, through the comparabil-
ity of nineteenth-century American history and historiography, the
potential for a novel appreciation for issues related to the formation
of the U.S. nation-state and of different European nation-states in the
Civil War era, focusing particularly on the recognition and analysis of
conflicting ideas of nation-building.?

The first element of my comparative study in this chapter—the
recognition of the existence of conflicting ideas of nation-building—
relates specifically to two parallel and continuously growing schol-
arships on the nature of Confederate nationalism in the Civil War
South and of Italian nationalism in post-unification Italy. Stimulated
by the idea of nations as modern and artificial social and cultural
constructions, both these scholarships have progressively reached a
sophisticated understanding of the differences between the images
represented by the constructed features of Confederate and Italian
nationalisms and the realities of competing interests and views that
different historical actors associated to the actual building of nation-
ality on the ground.? Thus, the opposing nationalisms whose sup-
porters faced each other on the battlefields in the Confederate South
during the American Civil War and in the Mezzggiorno at the time of
the Great Brigandage were a reflection of opposing and competing
interests at the local and regional levels.* In one case, both race and
class differences, and in the other case just class differences were per-
vasive within these interest groups.

The second element of my comparison relates to the fact that in
both the Confederate South and the Italian Mezzogiorno, the inner
civil war had an enormous impact on the dimension of rural labor and
on social relations in the countryside. In the Confederacy, the slaves
were instrumental in taking advantage of the opportunities offered
by the American Civil War for the shattering of the slave system and
for gaining their own freedom, helped by the Union government. In
southern Italy, the peasants, initially helped by anti-Italian advocates
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of the Bourbons, were instrumental in transforming the Great Brig-
andage into a war against the landowners supported by the Italian
government. In both the Confederacy and southern Italy, the ulti-
mate result of the civil war was a social revolution in the country-
side, with a fatal irreparable blow to the slaveholding economy in the
American South and a near-fatal blow to the landowning economy of
the Ttalian Mezzogiorno.®

This second aspect also resonates with much current scholarship that
has moved increasingly toward an emphasis on comparative and transna-
tional dimensions in the investigation of American slavery and its demise
within Euro-American and world contexts of economic, social, and polit-
ical transformations, as in important studies by scholars such as Edward
Rugemer, Brian Schoen, Sven Beckert, and Dale Tomich and Michael
Zeuske.® In particular, Tomich and Zeuske have argued that a “second
slavery”—that is, a new, aggressively capitalist form of enslavement—
characterized the American South, Cuba, and Brazil in the nineteenth
century, and this idea has done a great deal to open new perspectives
of comparison not just between different forms of agrarian labor in the
New World and Europe, but also between the endings of different types
of labor exploitation in the countryside and the phenomenon of nation-
building in different regions of the Euro-American world.”

Pioneering comparative studies that have investigated the end
of slavery and its aftermath in the U.S. South and in Cuba include
those by Rebecca Scott, while Steven Hahn, Michael Bush, and Peter
Kolchin have extended the comparison to the end of other forms of
unfree labor in Europe, with a particular emphasis on emancipation
in the U.S. South and in Russia.® The comparison that I introduce in
the second half of this chapter is between the ending of slave labor
by means of a social revolution in the Confederacy’s countryside as a
result of the American Civil War and the parallel, devastating, impact
that the peasant revolt had on the southern Italian countryside and its
labor relations as a result of the Great Brigandage. As such, my study
intends to follow in the footsteps of the scholars noted here and build
on the crucial nuances of these previous studies, even though it differs
substantially from them in that it focuses on the comparison between
the impact of inner civil wars on a slave society, the Confederacy, and
on a society characterized by nominally free labor, as southern Italy
was in the nineteenth century.

In studying the inner civil wars in the Confederate South and in
the Italian Mezzogiorno, I follow historical sociologist Stathis Kalyvas’s
definition of civil war as an “armed combat taking place within the
boundaries of a recognized sovereign entity between parties subject
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to a common authority at the outset of hostilities”—a definition that
fits well both the American Civil War and southern Italy’s Great Brig-
andage.” My hope is that this particular study might provide a viable
example for pursuing what Kalyvas has identified, with specific refer-
ence to conflicts in a rural setting, as “the importance of studying
closely the interaction of military, social, and political dynamics of civil
wars.”!0 Significantly, in his groundbreaking monograph The Logic
of Violence in Civil War (2005), Kalyvas has used plenty of examples
from the American Civil War, especially in relation to the connection
between violence and irregular guerrilla warfare in the border regions
and the Union-occupied areas of the Confederate South, but he has
made no mention of the civil war in southern Italy at the time of the
Great Brigandage.!!

This is all the more striking when we think that irregular guerrilla
warfare with a high degree of violence was the common experience
of troops and civilians in the post-unification Mezzogiorno, and it is
amply documented in the sources. Conversely, until relatively recently,
the prevalent view of the American Civil War was of a conflict almost
exclusively characterized by formal battles between large standing
armies; only in the past couple of decades have scholars uncovered a
large amount of evidence indicating that irregular guerrilla activities in
different regions of the Confederacy played a much less peripheral and
more crucial role than previously thought, and Kalyvas’s study clearly
takes into account this latest scholarship.!? My aim in this chapter is
two-fold: (1) to begin to fill the lacuna in the premier literature on
the subject of civil war, well represented by Kalyvas’s work, through
a preliminary investigation of the similarities and differences between
the inner civil wars in the Confederacy and in the Italian Mezzogiorno
in the period 1861-65; and (2) to build on the recent scholarship
on the importance of guerrilla activities in the Confederacy and on
irregular warfare in post-unification southern Italy. In this way, I hope
to construct a novel comparison between the American Civil War and
the Great Brigandage with a particular focus on the two elements
noted earlier: the presence of competing nationalisms in the civil wars
and the civil wars’ nature of violent agrarian and social revolution.

INNER C1VIL WARS AND
CONFLICTING NATIONALISMS

In both the U.S. South and the Italian Mezzogiorno, the initial impulse
toward the creation of a new nation—the Confederacy and the Ital-
ian Kingdom—came from the peripheral agrarian elites’ opposition
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to the centralizing policies of the former national government. In the
U.S. South, slaveholders opposed the politics of the Republican Party,
which in the second half of the 1850s succeeded in gathering the
consensus of the majority of the northern antislavery forces, in a cre-
scendo of sectional conflicts that reached its peak with the election of
Lincoln, the first declared antislavery president, and the consequent
crisis of 1860-61 and the secession of the Confederate South from the
Union. In the Italian Mezzogiorno, landowners opposed the absolutist
politics of the Bourbon dynasty, which, after the failed 184849 revo-
lution, had increased the measure of suppression of civil liberties and
of administrative centralization, leading eventually to the southern
Italian elites’ support for the 1860-61 movement for Italian national
unification and the consequent end of the Kingdom of the Two
Sicilies. In one case, with the creation of the Confederacy, southern
slaveholders achieved their ultimate aim of nationalization of slavery,
establishing a whole new nation effectively dedicated to protecting
the slave system. In the other case, with their support for the creation
of the Kingdom of Italy, southern Italian landowners ensured that the
new nation would look after their interests and their wish to maintain
their control of regional politics.!3

Yet, the dynamics and processes of creation of the two new Confed-
crate and Italian nations in 1860-61 show that fault lines were bound
to appear between the agrarian elites’ interests and the divided loyal-
ties of the two southern populations. From the start of the American
Civil War, it was clear that in the American South citizens were divided
between supporters of the Union and supporters of the Confederacy.
Comparably, in the Italian Mezzogiorno, from the start of the period
of the Great Brigandage, the southern Italian people were divided
between supporters of the Kingdom of Italy and of the Savoy dynasty
and “legitimist” supporters of the Bourbons. As a result, from 1861,
both the Confederate South and the Italian Mezzogiorno were caught
in inner civil wars, and the divide between the competing groups of
southerners in the two regions, and their opposing views of nation-
building, increased in the course of the period 1861-63. In fact, even
though those members of the southern elites, and also those ordinary
citizens, who rejected the new Confederate and Italian nations, for
different reasons, were initially a minority, they rapidly grew in num-
ber and influence during the first two years of the American Civil War
and of southern Italy’s Great Brigandage.'*

In the United States, on December 20, 1860, the South Caro-
lina legislature gathered in a special convention and unanimously
approved the “ordinance of Secession,” with which South Carolina’s
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representatives dissolved the state’s ties with the Union. The accom-
panying explanatory document of the “Declaration of the Immediate
Causes of Secession” gave as the main reason for the act the election
of a president, Lincoln, “whose opinions and purposes are hostile to
slavery.”!® South Carolina’s act was, effectively, the catalyst that trig-
gered the process of secession throughout the U.S. South, and yet the
unfolding of that process showed clearly that there were numerous
fault lines between those southerners who wished to remaining loyal
to the Union and those who wished to create a new nation dedicated
to the protection of slavery. In fact, those fault lines had appeared in
South Carolina throughout the period of the secession crisis. With
the excuse of defending the people from potential slave revolts, radi-
cal secessionists, the so-called fire-caters, had established vigilante
committees and “paramilitary political associations,” whose power
was largely unchecked, creating a true “reign of terror,” in William
Lloyd Garrison’s famous expression.'® Yet, according to Stephanie
McCurry, the paramilitary organizations worked in two ways, simul-
taneously: “as outreach, mobilizing yeoman and poor white voters to
make the fire-eaters’ cause their own; and as suppression, threaten-
ing physical violence and exile to those still disposed to dissent.”!”
Thus, the December 8, 1860 popular vote that decided the election
of delegates to South Carolina’s Secession Convention occurred in
this atmosphere of terror in which the fire-caters had gained the
power to silence the pro-Union opposition, also as a result of the
state governor’s undemocratic use of executive authority. South Caro-
lina’s handling of the political opposition was, effectively, a winning
model for the fire-caters of other southern states. In a relatively short
time, during the winter of 1860-61, one after the other, the six Lower
South states of Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, and
Texas followed South Carolina in seceding from the Union. In all
those states, the fire-caters silenced the pro-Union opposition partly
with paramilitary violence and partly with the mishandling of the
democratic political process in the making of the Secession Conven-
tions, and through the governors’ abuse of power through executive
authority. Thus, in the Lower South, the premises for the inner civil
war between Confederates and Unionists existed even before the cre-
ation of the Confederacy.!®

On February 4, 1861, little more than a month after South Caro-
lina’s secession, delegates of the six seceding states met at Montgom-
ery, Alabama, where they proclaimed the birth of a new nation called
Confederate States of America; two weeks later, on February 18,
1861, Jefferson Davis was inaugurated president of the Confederacy.
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Yet, despite the best efforts by Confederate southerners to rally the
majority of the people, both by consent and by force, even later, at
the start of the American Civil War, as Paul Escott has pointed out,
“a few pockets of Unionism remained in the Lower South.”!? At the
same time, in the Upper South, in Virginia’s capital, Richmond, still
according to Escott, “pro-Union sentiment, written in chalk, had
appeared on walls a few days after Davis’s inauguration.”?? Similar
manifestations of pro-Union sympathy characterized the other states
of the Upper South, and yet, only a few months later, the majority of
those states joined the Confederacy in seceding from the Union. The
key to understanding the reason for this particular course of events
is, for the most part, in the analysis of the siege of Fort Sumter and
its significance, as a large number of historical studies has pointed
out.?! In short, Lincoln’s decision to reinforce Fort Sumter, and the
subsequent siege and battle that ensued, with the Confederacy’s first
victory over Union forces on April 14, 1861, triggered the secession
of Virginia, Arkansas, North Carolina, and Tennessee, adding four
Upper South states to the Confederacy by early June 1861 and cre-
ating further and even bigger fault lines between Confederates and
Unionists within large areas of the new nation. In fact, in those states,
the control that the fire-caters held over the people and the political
process was nowhere as great as in the Lower South, and therefore,
in William Freehling’s words, “outnumbered secessionists impelled
most of the South toward Armageddon by pressing the leverage of
one state’s disunion on the next state’s decision.”??

Ultimately, those fault lines showed to their full extent when the
four Upper South states of Missouri, Kentucky, Delaware, and Mary-
land, together with the Unionist-dominated western part of Virginia,
remained in the Union, also as a result of Lincoln’s diplomacy, pres-
sures, and the illiberal policies he employed there, as noted in previous
chapters. In the border states of the Upper South, the fault lines were
at the origins of intense guerrilla activities, as pro-Confederate and
pro-Union groups engaged in murderous actions and a type of irregu-
lar warfare that was, effectively, more common and more important
for the outcome of the war than previously thought, according to the
latest scholarship. The northern area of Missouri, in particular, was at
the center of a well-documented case of guerrilla warfare from the start
of the Civil War, as pro-Unionist “jayhawkers” brought incessant raids
against pro-Confederate civilians and fought pro-Confederate “bush-
whackers,” forcing Union General John Pope, as carly as July 1861,
“to arrest anyone engaged in ‘open acts of hostility’ or ‘stimulating
others to such acts.”” This was similar to the policies implemented by
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the Italian army’s generals fighting the brigands in southern Italy. and
these efforts in both cases had little effect. In Missouri, in particu-
lar, guerrilla attacks escalated rapidly as a result of William Quantrill’s
raids from early 1862.%3

In general, within the Confederacy, both Unionists and anti-
Confederates were active throughout the war in all the southern
states, which led Confederate President Jefferson Davis to enforce
illiberal policies similar to Lincoln’s own in order to suppress them.?*
As a result, in 1861, the Confederate South commenced its epic
struggle with Lincoln’s Union caught within its own inner civil war
between pro-Union and pro-Confederate supporters. The fault lines
between the two characterized many different areas, since, even where
Confederates were the majority, as in the original seven secessionist
states, pro-Union sympathies that dated to the pre-Civil War era and
had been suppressed during the secession crisis had the possibility to
resurface once the war commenced and the Union looked for support
within the Confederacy. In general, though, the regions where Union-
ist sympathies were strongest were also the most difficult to control,
since they were located in the mountainous areas of North Carolina,
Tennessee, Georgia, and Alabama. Here, mostly fiercely independent
nonslaveholding yeomen resented the Confederacy as a creation of the
planters and of the slave system that guaranteed the latter’s wealth.?®

From the start of the war, in the summer of 1861, until late 1862,
the Confederacy succeeded in remaining independent and, also as a
result of these initial Confederate successes, pro-Union activities and
anti-Confederate sentiments within the Confederacy maintained a
relatively low profile, while secret Unionist groups, and even Unionist
militias, bided their time organizing themselves. At this stage in the
war, the fault lines were strongest in those regions of Virginia, Ten-
nessee, and, above all, Louisiana, where the Union had managed to
occupy territory at an early stage in the war. A major turning point
came with the Union’s resounding victory at the battle of Antictam
on September 17, 1862. By then, within the Confederacy, pro-Union
activities and anti-Confederate sentiment had literally generated min-
iature civil wars between Unionist guerrilla forces—which included
many disaffected yeomen and southern deserters from Confederate
conscription, especially after the enforcement of the Conscription Act
of April 16, 1862—and the Confederate authorities in areas of several
states, particularly in western North Carolina, in East Tennessee, in
northern Alabama and Florida, and in Jones County, Mississippi.2®
In East Tennessee, for example, the area of Greenville was a center of
Unionist activities, and there, pro-Union guerrilla forces held their
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ground for two years, until most of the region fell under the Union’s
control in 1863.27 In all the areas mentioned, though, the fault lines
created a situation of inner civil war in which, while the Confederacy
as a whole fought the war with the Union over conflicting versions of
nationalism, “the Confederate States waged war against . . . [their]
domestic enemies and they did not spare women.”?8

In both the United States and Italy, 1860 had been a crucial year
in relation to the impending civil wars. In particular, the secession of
South Carolina in the United States in December 1860, which trig-
gered a chain of events that led to the creation of the Confederacy
and the Civil War with the Union, was mirrored by the culmination
of Sicily’s separatist movement, which led to the success of Giuseppe
Garibaldi’s and his Red Shirts’ military expedition and their effec-
tive control of the island by August 1860. This made it possible for
Garibaldi to conquer the entire Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, and,
as a consequence, all the southern territory was later annexed to the
northern-based Kingdom of Sardinia, which was ruled by the House
of Savoy. 2% As a result of Garibaldi’s actions, though, unlike what hap-
pened in the United States, in Italy the inner civil war within the Mez-
zogiorno began in 1860 and can be traced back to processes and events
that characterized Garibaldi’s rule in Sicily. By June 21, 1860, Garib-
aldi had established himself as “Dictator” of Sicily, a term that, even
though different from its twentieth-century equivalent, meant that he
maintained the military command of the island. There is little doubt
that in establishing this provisional government, Garibaldi could count
on the support of the majority of Sicilian landowners, whose wish to
separate from the Bourbon Kingdom was evident. Also, at the start
of his expedition, Garibaldi could equally count on the support of the
majority of Sicily’s peasants, who thought he would have introduced
a much needed land reform and other changes. Yet, these hopes van-
ished quickly when Garibaldi showed he had no intention to alter the
status quo in the Sicilian countryside, and therefore opposition to
his rule grew and led to episodes of repression of peasant rebellious
activities, as in the famous one at Bronte on August 2, 1860. In short,
in this little town in eastern Sicily, Garibaldi’s lieutenant Nino Bixio
ordered the shooting of five peasant rebels who had taken possession
of the town defying the landed proprietors. The episode is important
particularly because it showed that the new rule that substituted the
Bourbons (i.e., Garibaldi, and later on the Italian state) inserted itself
into a long-term conflict over land and local power, and mostly sided
with the landowners against the peasants.3? This factor was a major
catalyst for the inner civil war that southern Italian peasants would
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fight against the Italian army as well as other southerners during the
Great Brigandage of 1861-65.

During the entire period from Garibaldi’s conquests of Naples and
the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies on September 7, 1860, to the plebi-
scites of October 21, 1860, which, among many irregularities, led to
the annexation of the Mezzogiorno to the Kingdom of Sardinia, peas-
ant activity against the process of Italian national unification consis-
tently increased in intensity and spread into different areas. It was at
this point that the “legitimist” circles, which wished to restore Bour-
bon King Francis II, joined forces with the peasant revolt in the civil
war during the first phase of the Great Brigandage. In fact, contem-
porancously to the episodes of peasant unrest, other events had led
to a different type of resistance to the process of Italian unification
in southern Italy. Starting from the moment Francis II was under
siege in Gaeta under ruthless shelling by General Enrico Cialdini’s
Piedmontese troops, between September 5, 1860, and February 13,
1861, the remaining Bourbon soldiers and the rebel peasants had
engaged in large-scale guerrilla warfare with the purpose of undoing
Italian national unification.3! Even though the Bourbon army suf-
fered its last irreparable defeats at Volturno and then at Macerone in
October 1860, effectively “the obstinate resistance of Francis 11 had
raised to the dignity of a real war what, until September 1860, had
been a simple military skirmish,” given Garibaldi’s relatively untrou-
bled conquest of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies.3? Thus, the “real
war” came only later, in the shape of an inner civil war within southern
Italy that began with the fall of the Gaeta fortress and the coordina-
tion of pro-Bourbon and peasant activities against the Italian govern-
ment. In fact, after Gaeta fell, Francis IT and his court fled to Rome,
from where, under the protection of Pope Pius IX, they attempted to
organize guerrilla warfare against the Italian government in the Mez-
zogiorno, as noted in Chapter 5.3

As a result, in 1861, similarly to the Confederate South’s inner civil
war, southern Italy was caught in a conflict between the pro-Bourbon
“legitimist” supporters and their ally peasant rebels, and the Italian
army and government with the landowners and other southerners
who supported them. In both cases, the civil war was fought almost
exclusively on southern territory.3* For the next year and a half, until
the end of 1862, Francis II and his advisers hatched different plans to
restore the Bourbon king to his throne, according to a pattern that
bears some resemblance to the earlier successful restoration of former
Bourbon King Ferdinand IV by the Santafede movement in 1799. In
that year, the Neapolitan Republic, which the French revolutionary
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army had helped to create a year earlier and that had forced Ferdinand
IV into exile, fell under the combined effect of a number of local
revolts in which the church and the peasantry joined in an uneasy
alliance in order to defeat the Jacobins and the intellectuals and land-
owners who supported them. Cardinal Fabrizio Ruffo took the lead
of the widespread popular revolts, raising the Bourbon royal banner
and choosing the name Santafede, according to John Davis, “in an
attempt to impose some appearance of unity and purpose on insurrec-
tions that took many different forms: some were counter-revolutions,
others were more institutionalized, while others looked more like civil
war.”3® Even though Ruffo only partially succeeded, the arrival of
his followers in Naples effectively signalled the end of the republican
experiment and the restoration of the Bourbon monarchy and Ferdi-
nand IV.36

Unlike what happened in 1799, though, in 1861 Bourbon King
Francis II found it impossible to provide a similar “appearance of
unity and purpose” to the brigands’ revolt, and relied in terms of
military leadership mostly on experts from abroad such as Spanish
officer José Borjés, who—as noted in Chapter 5—coordinated his
actions with Carmine “Crocco” Donatelli, and fought, for several
months, between September and December 1861, against the Ital-
ian army, conquering village after village mostly in the region of
Basilicata.” Yet, there were several other areas where peasant guer-
rilla activity had joined forces with the Bourbon “legitimist” efforts,
and often the leaders were local peasant commanders who headed
mounted bands as if they were part of a regular pro-Bourbon army.
This was especially the case of the region of Apulia, which was the
center of the activities of a famous leader of mounted brigands,
Pasquale Domenico Romano (nicknamed significantly “Sergente
Romano™).38

Similarly to Crocco, Romano had joined the Bourbon army and
had held an officer commission in the pre-unification period. After
unification, Romano put together a large mounted band of mostly
ex-Bourbon soldiers, with which he held sway over the Apulian prov-
inces of Capitanata and Terra di Bari, conquering landed estates,
villages, and towns between February 1861, when he joined forces
with Crocco, and August 1862.3° In June 1861, Romano became a
member of a Bourbon Committee, which was dedicated to the aim of
restoring “Francis 11, King by the grace of God, defender of religion
and beloved son of our Holy Father Pius IX . . . and [to] defeat the
infernal Lucifer Victor Emmanuel and his followers,” and thus the
Italian Kingdom.*® Unlike Crocco, who soon became suspicious of
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the project of restoration of the Bourbon Kingdom, Romano con-
tinued to be a staunch supporter of the “legitimist” cause until his
death in battle on January 5, 1863, as even his nickname, Sergente
Romano—which reminded one of his former military past in the
Bourbon army—clearly testifies.*! Thus, much more than Crocco’s
case, Romano’s case shows how, in the first phase of the Great Brig-
andage, the inner civil war within southern Italy involved southern
Italians fighting against the Italian army and government and the
southern Italian landowners who supported them, mostly over Bour-
bon “legitimist” pretensions and conflicting versions of nationalism,
and with an important component in the alliance between the Bour-
bons and the anti-Italian peasant guerrilla activities that had started as
early as 1860.42

There is little doubt that at the time of the secession crisis in
America and of national unification in Italy, most American slave-
holders in the U.S. South supported the creation of the Confeder-
ates States of America, while most southern Italian landowners in the
Mezzogiorno supported the creation of the Kingdom of Italy. Yet, the
parallel processes of creation of the two new nations and the subse-
quent attempts to establish the legitimacy of the Confederate and
Italian governments in the midst of the American Civil War and of
southern Italy’s Great Brigandage led to increasingly larger movements
of opposition to the two agrarian elites’ projects of nation-building
during the period 1861-63. The consequences of these increasing
oppositions showed particularly in the form of anti-Confederate and
anti-Italian guerrilla warfare, in which pro-Union supporters in one
case and pro-Bourbon supporters in the other case engaged, and
whose activities encompassed large areas of the Confederacy and of
the Italian Mezzogiorno. In the first two years of the American Civil
War, anti-Confederate guerrilla warfare characterized especially the
states of Tennessee, North Carolina, Mississippi, Georgia, and Florida
in the American South, while in the first two years of the Great Brig-
andage, anti-Italian guerrilla activities characterized especially the
regions of Campania, Basilicata, and Apulia in southern Italy. In both
cases, the guerrilla movement aimed to destabilize the new national
government’s authority and reestablish the old one, be it the American
Union or the Bourbon Kingdom. From 1862-63, though, the guer-
rilla movements against the Confederate and the Italian governments
were joined on a larger scale by anti-Confederate and anti-Italian
activities originally initiated and carried on by the agrarian masses of
the two southern regions for different, but comparable, social and
political reasons.
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INNER CIVIL WARS AND SOCIAL
REVOLUTIONS

In both the American Civil War and the southern Italian Great Brig-
andage, the period between the autumn of 1862 and the start of 1863
proved a veritable turning point. In the United States the September
1862 Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation was followed by the
final Emancipation Proclamation, which freed slaves in the Confeder-
acy on January 1, 1863. Conversely, in Italy, the same period saw the
effective end of the last realistic plans for the restoration of Francis II
as a result of either the death or the arrest of important pro-Bourbon
supporters, including Giuseppe Statella, Raffaele Tristany, and Ser-
gente Romano, between November 1862 and January 1863. As a
result, within the context of the two inner civil wars that characterized
the Confederate South and the Italian Mezzogiorno, the numerous and
widespread episodes of unrest caused by the agrarian masses assumed
rapidly increasing importance over the struggle between competing
projects of nation-building. In both cases, the duration of the agrarian
unrest, until the end of both civil wars in 1865, and its geographical
extension, which encompassed large areas of both southern regions,
make this phenomenon particularly difficult to both conceptualize
and analyze. What is clear, however, is that the rebellious actions of
American slaves and of southern Italian peasants affected deeply the
course of both inner civil wars, creating the preconditions for a social
revolution in both regions.

Yet, in the Confederate South, the American slaves’ insurrection-
ary activities led to the consequent shattering of the unfree system of
labor related to the “second slavery,” while in the Italian Mezzogiorno
the peasants’ revolt shook the power of the southern Italian agrar-
ian elites but did not lead to an end of the system of exploitation
related to the landowning economy. The reason for this difference
is that the laborers’ revolts differed drastically in the two southern
regions in terms of modes and possibilities of success. In the Confed-
erate South, the Union army made a crucial contribution to the slaves’
insurrection, while in the Italian Mezzogiorno the defeat of the pro-
Bourbon forces led to a situation in which southern Italian peasants
found themselves fighting against the Italian government and pro-
Italian southerners without any help. From a historiographical point
of view, though, both the slaves’ insurrection in the Confederacy and
the peasants’ revolt in the Mezzogiorno are at the center of current
controversies. At present, in fact, American historians debate whether
it is possible to consider collectively the slaves’ activities as a massive
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slave rebellion, independently from the issue of the Union govern-
ment’s and army’s roles in freeing the slaves. At the same time, Ital-
ian historians debate whether the peasant rebellion witnessed during
the Great Brigandage can be classified, for all intents and purposes,
as a civil war. In both cases, the conditions that are under scrutiny
are the scale, duration, and intensity, together with the modalities, of
still relatively little-known phenomena at the local level, phenomena
which entailed an extensive participation of the agrarian masses of the
two regions. Those conditions, for the most part, still await painstak-
ing investigation before a final word can be said on the issues at the
heart of the two debates.*3

In the Confederacy, by the autumn of 1862, the inner civil war
within the white South increased in motivation and intensity as the
fault lines between Confederates and Unionists showed in increasingly
larger areas of most southern states. In particular, in the wildest areas
of North Carolina, Florida, and Mississippi, ever-increasing numbers
of Unionists and deserters found their refuge, and here the fight with
anti-Confederate guerrillas kept the local Confederate authorities
occupied for many months.#* Perhaps most famous was the case of
Jones County in eastern Mississippi, where the “Free State of Jones”
came close to generating a secessionist movement from the Confed-
eracy. Recently investigated by several historians, the episode of the
Free State of Jones is significant in a number of respects, especially in
the fact that in Mississippi, one of the most ardent secessionist states,
the yeomen of a small county, led by Unionist sympathizer Newton
Knight, were strong enough to organize themselves and resist Con-
federate attacks and pressures on them to join the Confederate army
for two years, from 1863 to 1865. Interestingly, in their 2009 work
on the Free State of Jones, Sally Jenkins and John Stauffer claimed
that Knight believed in racial equality and went as far as forging an
anti-Confederate alliance with the county’s African Americans; how-
ever, Victoria Bynum, who had written a previous work on the topic,
has heavily criticized Jenkins” and Stauffer’s interpretation of the evi-
dence available.*?

As far as we know, for the most part the slaves’ own anti-
Confederate struggle was unrelated to the southern Unionists’ fight
against the Confederacy, certainly until 1863 and even beyond then.
Yet, the slaves’ struggle for freedom inserted itself within the Con-
federate South’s inner civil war, and ultimately their activities repre-
sented the most important factor that led to Confederate collapse. In
fact, within the fault lines that divided different groups of southerners
in large regions of different Confederate states, effectively, as Wayne
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K. Durrill has argued, “slaves may have been the single largest disaf-
fected group in the Confederacy.”*® Through their anti-Confederate
activities, the slaves transformed the Confederacy’s inner civil war,
unmasking the contradictions of a nation that fought both for its own
freedom and for the freedom to keep African Americans enslaved.
From the very beginning of the war, slaves had resisted this notion
with a variety of anti-Confederate actions, among which the most
extreme were the plots leading to open rebellion against the slave-
holders. Thus, already starting from 1861, rumors of imminent slave
insurrections were heard in different areas of several southern states,
as in the famous case of the slave conspiracy investigated by Winthrop
Jordan in Adams County, Mississippi. These rumors would continue
throughout the Civil War, adding another crucial dimension to the
Confederate South’s inner civil conflict.*”

More generally, throughout the Confederacy, slaves “worked less,
questioned more, and increasingly took to running away, not only
singly or in pairs, as had been common before the war, but in large
groups as well,” as Peter Kolchin has noted.*® Especially in the areas
bordering Union lines, such as Virginia and Tennessee, and in those
arcas where the Union had made its first territorial gains, slaves ran
away and fled to Union camps. Running away was in itself an act of
rebellion, since, as Steven Hahn has argued, in the Confederate South,
“the slaves’ rebellion properly started not with acts of vengeance
against their owners, but rather with small-scale and often clandestine
departures for Union lines and the freedom they believed they might
find there.”*® But, whether the slaves rebelled by fleeing singly or in
groups or by plotting insurrections, the slaveholders and the Confed-
erate authorities clearly feared the new opportunities for freedom that
the Confederacy’s inner civil war gave to the slaves. Therefore, every-
where in the southern states, the Confederates increased the degree of
control of the slaves and of repressive measures against them, as they
“endeavoured to stifle rebellious talk, black assembly, and running
away,” as Justin Behrend has written about Natchez, in Mississippi.>?

The massive scale of the phenomenon of slaves running away and
flecing to Union camps together with the pressure of Radical Repub-
licans forced Congress to pass a First Confiscation Act in August 1861
(see Chapter 5); the act was about the seizure of all rebel property, and
also of the slaves, who, by this time, were called “contrabands of war.”
In July 1862, a Second Confiscation Act declared all the slaves of Con-
federate masters free. A few months later, on January 1, 1863, Lincoln
signed the final Emancipation Proclamation.?! Lincoln justified this as
a war measure, and with it, he declared immediately, “thenceforward
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and forever free” all the slaves in areas under Confederate control.
The Proclamation also provided the Union army with the legal means
to support the freedom of the slaves, thus transforming the northern
troops into true agents of liberation. Effectively, in 1863, with the
release of the Emancipation Proclamation, the Confederate South’s
inner civil war between Confederate authorities and Unionist forces
entered a new phase, as the slaves became now fully recognized main
actors on the side of the Union in the anti-Confederate struggle.>?

By the summer of 1863, the combined effects of the Emancipation
Proclamation, and the consequent changed role of the Union army,
which now eftectively liberated slaves wherever it passed, together
with the Union’s momentous victories at Vicksburg and Gettysburg,
were rapidly leading to the shattering of the plantation system in many
areas, particularly in those regions where the local masters had left for
the front. On August 30, 1863, upcountry South Carolina planter
James Henry Hammond significantly observed about his slaves at Sil-
ver Bluff plantation: “negroes . . . stealing right and left . . . Frank my
driver escaped today and ran away.”®3 As the slaveholders’ authority
became increasingly shaken by the rumors of emancipation spreading
among the slaves and by the Civil War’s turning of the tide against
the Confederacy, thousands of episodes similar to this must have hap-
pened, with larger and larger numbers of slaves running away as the
Union army advanced through the southern territory. Eventually,
many of the slaves who reached the Union camps joined the Union
army and donned the Union blue uniform in battles that often saw
them fighting against former slaveholders—the logical conclusion to
the rebellion they had begun on the plantations and farms of the Con-
federate South—and, by war’s end, almost 200,000 African American
soldiers had served in the Union army.>*

Yet, during the entire period of the Confederate South’s inner
civil war, the slaves’ resistance had expressed itself in many more ways
than simply running away and perhaps joining the Union Army. In A
Nation Under Our Feet (2003), Steven Hahn has clearly shown how
“the slaves’ rebellion drew . . . on well-established practices of every-
day resistance to their masters’ power.”>® These practices included
mutual solidarity and kinship networks that effectively built, even
before the American Civil War, upon traditions of informal political
activity through which the slaves put up effective means of resistance
to their masters’ pretensions to exploit them. As the inner civil war
in the Confederate South began, slaves utilized these relationships of
mutual solidarity and these kinship networks in order to create the
preconditions for a variety of rebellious acts, which included a gamut
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of examples of resistance spanning from the slowing of the pace of
work to the theft of the masters’ property, all the way to running away
and setting up massive conspiracies. All these acts contributed in a
major way to disrupting the slave system as a whole as they increased
in scale and intensity with the progression of the war. Thus, when
it came, emancipation effectively acted as a catalyst for a number of
rebellious acts that now found their logical conclusion. Significantly,
slaves were acutely aware of the meaning of emancipation, and, as a
Natchez District freedman, Lewis Jackson, reported, they considered
themselves “freed by Abraham Lincoln’s Proclamation,” which they
correctly understood as the official endorsement to their ongoing
insurrectionary activities.>®

The interpretation of the slaves’ actions during the American Civil
War as motivated by a single overarching reason goes as far back as the
writings of W. E. B. Du Bois, who, in Black Reconstruction in America
(1935), talked of “how the black worker won the war by a general
strike which transferred his labor from the Confederate planter to the
Northern invader,” thus bringing to a collapse the entire Confeder-
ate slave system. Du Bois believed that the “general strike” that the
southern slaves had engaged in had worked as effectively as a general
insurrection in destroying slavery, but with much less violence.?” Sev-
cral decades later, in Been in the Storm So Long (1979), Leon Litwack
reflected again on the idea of a collective interpretation of the slaves’
actions and wrote that “the extent of black insurrectionary activity
during the Civil War remains a subtle question.”® More recently, in
The Political Worlds of Slavery and Freedom (2008), Steven Hahn
has asked, in a provocative essay, whether we should acknowledge
the massive number of slaves’ rebellious acts, though mostly uncon-
nected, as if it were a single large-scale slave rebellion that occurred
during the American Civil War, and thus similar and comparable to
the Haitian revolution; if this were the case, Hahn has reasoned that
we might have missed the largest slave rebellion in history.>®

To be sure, several scholars would disagree with Hahn, not the
least because they would argue that he seemingly downplayed the cru-
cial role of the Union government and of the Union army as agents of
emancipation, a condition that made the situation radically different
from the Haitian case. In The Fall of the House of Dixie (2013), for
example, Bruce Levine has portrayed a picture of the collapse of slavery
in the Confederate South in many ways antithetic to Hahn’s own; in
fact, for Levine, Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation was, effectively,
the indispensable trigger without which the slaves’ resistance would
have never transformed into a mass phenomenon and the American



158 THE AGE OF LINCOLN AND CAVOUR

Civil War would have never become a social revolution, while it was
the Union armies that “began to put Lincoln’s revolutionary policy
into action,” as they probed deeper and deeper into Confederate ter-
ritory.%? Yet, even if the debates and controversies on the collective
interpretation of the slaves’ actions in the American Civil War will,
undoubtedly, continue, it is still important to encourage researchers
to investigate better and deeper the slaves’ multiform acts of rebellion
within the contest of the Confederate South’s inner civil war, particu-
larly from 1863 onwards, and also in giving these rebellious acts more
significance than has often been the case. In this respect, Stephanie
McCurry’s recent Confederate Reckoning (2010) has broken impor-
tant ground, providing the first scholarly monograph that has made
the slaves’ rebellion a central part of a study on the Confederacy—
and, significantly, in her treatment, connections and comparisons with
Haiti have a special place. On the other hand, McCurry’s work really
aspired to be a synthesis with a few exemplary case studies that could
serve as a starting point for further, more detailed research arguing
the case that a massive slave rebellion did take place in the Confeder-
ate South during the Civil War.®! Yet, much more research still needs
to be done on this topic at the local level in several southern regions
and states before it will be possible to say a final word on the matter
of whether the slaves engaged in mass revolt, or whether, perhaps, it
is all just a matter of definitions and interpretations.®?

While in the Confederate South the inner civil war went through a
new phase with the transformation of the war to preserve the Union
into a war for the liberation of the slaves, in the Italian Mezzogiorno
the inner civil war went through a new phase with the transforma-
tion of the struggle between the Italian Kingdom and the “legitimist”
forces supporting the restoration of the Bourbons into a social war
mostly between peasant rebels and the Italian army and government
and their southern supporters. The result of the end of the “legiti-
mist” phase of the Great Brigandage was the recrudescence of the
southern Italian civil war, as the peasants and brigands who had col-
laborated with the pro-Bourbon forces now fought their own war
on their own terms against the Italian state. In this second phase,
therefore, the Great Brigandage became a civil war with a clear social,
rather than political, aim: that of the peasants’ appropriation of the
land, which was in the hands of the southern Italian landowners who
supported and were, in turn, supported by the Italian government. In
this respect, Crocco’s life is emblematic of the parable of those south-
ern Italian peasants who first joined the legitimist forces to restore the
Bourbon Kingdom, and then, disillusioned, continued their guerrilla
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activities against the new Italian state, since they rightly saw in the
latter the power behind the very landowners who oppressed them.
Crocco’s own words—“the exploited poor answered ‘also our time
has come’”—indicate that the second phase of the Great Brigandage
was a struggle of guerrilla peasant bands aiming at subverting the
social order maintained by the southern Italian landowners allied with
the Italian government.%3

As it became increasingly a social war, the Great Brigandage
increased in size and intensity, enveloping in a spiral of a permanent
state of guerrilla warfare the majority of the southern Italian prov-
inces and forcing the Italian government to deploy an increasingly
larger number of soldiers to suppress the widespread peasant rebel-
lion. Starting from the summer of 1862, the activities of the brigands
moved well beyond the two regions of Basilicata—where Crocco had
been active from early 1861—and Capitanata—the center of Ser-
gente Romano’s actions—and extended to large areas of Campania
and Apulia, where, according to Franco Molfese, “numerous bands
organized themselves in the provinces of Bari, Terra d’Otranto, and
Taranto, where until then there had been only sporadic brigand activi-
ties ‘imported’ from neighbouring Basilicata,” creating the impres-
sion of a large-scale “offensive” launched by the brigands against the
Italian state.®* In all these areas, hundreds of brigand bands, many of
them mounted and comprising from several hundred to a few thou-
sand men, “set villages on fire, destroyed archives [where the docu-
ments that legalized the elites” appropriation of land were located],
killed liberal landowners, mayors, and officers of the national guard,”
who formed the main military unit, together with the Carabinieri,
that the Italian government deployed against the brigands.®® Thus,
from 1862 to 1865, the Great Brigandage became “a veritable civil
war, which demanded martial law, the deployment of over 100,000
ITtalian soldiers, and endless brutalities and massacres on both sides
before the grande banditismo [the large scale outlaw activity] was
crushed and government authority restored.”%®

Both the increasing scale of the very effective peasant guerrilla war-
fare and the emergency situation that Garibaldi’s expedition to Aspro-
monte had caused—with the consequent threat of a southern Italian
secession—led the Italian government not just to deploy increasingly
larger numbers of troops, but also to promulgate special laws, starting
with the enforcement of the state of siege in the Mezzogiorno, which
in the summer of 1862 was placed under martial law as we have seen
in the previous chapter. Then, after General Alfonso La Marmora suc-
ceeded in convincing Prime Minister Urbano Rattazzi, who headed
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the Right majority government, and the parliament to protract the law
a first time until November 1862, the state of siege became the norm
in southern Italy and lasted well beyond the situation of emergency
initially caused by the Aspromonte episode until new and stricter laws
were introduced in late 1863. Thus, I tend to agree with Molfese that
the state of siege’s “effective duration, even after November 1862,
until the introduction of the extraordinary legislation of 1863, must
be seen primarily as an ‘anti-brigandage’ measure.”%’

From the start of the Great Brigandage, the opposition’s depu-
ties of the Left, mostly Democrats, had agitated for a debate on the
causes of the phenomenon and had asked for a parliamentary inquiry
to shed light on the effectiveness of the measures taken by the Right
governments. In the summer of 1862, General La Marmora himself
presented a secret report to Rattazzi in which he recognized that the
main reason for the peasants’ revolt was the lower classes” hunger for
land and the continuous grip on the latter that the southern Italian
landowners had, thanks to the Italian government, while he pointed
out the responsibilities of the government’s policy of repression for
fear of a social revolution in the Mezzggiorno as a further cause for
the spread of brigandage in southern Italy. Finally, Rattazzi’s successor,
Luigi Carlo Farini, set up a formal parliamentary commission of inquiry
led by Left MP Giuseppe Massari in December 1862.9% The so-called
Massari Commission only cursorily recognized the importance of the
land issue and of the peasants’ anger at the alliance between the Italian
government and the southern Italian landowners, which was voiced
clearly by one of the interviewees, who said “the new Government has
betrayed the hopes of the people.”® Instead, in the speech with which
he presented the results of the commission’s works, on June 1, 1863,
Massari deliberately and erroneously attributed the main reason for the
Great Brigandage to the “legitimist” plans to restore the Bourbons—
plans that, by that time, no longer constituted a major threat. Massari
also recommended further repressive measures to defeat the peasants’
guerrilla warfare against the Italian army and end the inner civil war in
the Mezzogiorno.”®

Following Massari’s recommendations, according to John Davis,
“on 6 August the government ended prematurely the debate [on the
Great Brigandage] approving the law proposed by [MP] Giuseppe
Pica, which entailed the establishment of special military tribunals that
were to deal with all the issues related to brigandage and were to
collaborate with the local powers in the task of punishing with the
death penalty whoever was caught rebelling against the authorities or
helping the rebels.””! We can have a glimpse of the effects of the Pica
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Law from Count Matffei’s contemporary account, in which he wrote
that “brigands caught with weapons in their hands had been shot on
the spot” by the Italian army, while in some other cases the brigands
“were to be brought to trial before court-martial . . . and if proved
guilty, the sentence of death should be carried without delay, the pun-
ishment being rendered so much the more effective by the certainty
and rapidity if its execution.””? In practice, from August 1863 until
December 1865, when it was revoked, the Pica Law placed southern
Italy under the jurisdiction of eight major military tribunals, which
were located in the capitals of the regions “in state of brigandage.”
Thus, the law’s implementation had the effect of “encircling the prov-
inces of the former Bourbon Kingdom into a repressive web of draco-
nian measures.””3 These measures, in turn, led to countless atrocities
and summary executions, and ultimately a number of casualties that
oscillated between the official figure of 5,212 deaths found in govern-
mental documents and a figure “between 18,250 and 54,750 shot or
killed otherwise,” calculated by Roberto Martucci.”*

In a comparable way to the scholarship on the interpretation of the
slaves’ actions in the Confederate South during the American Civil
War, the scholarship on the Great Brigandage has varied widely in
its interpretations of the phenomenon. Following an interpretation
that reaches back to the Massari Commission’s report and even ear-
lier, some scholars have erroneously interpreted the Great Brigandage
almost exclusively as part of a general “legitimist” plan to restore the
Bourbon monarchy in the Mezzogiorno. On the other hand, several
other scholars, especially those who belonged to the Marxian school
of thought and embraced the views of Antonio Gramsci, have equally
narrowly interpreted the Great Brigandage as an example of pure class
warfare in which southern Italy’s dispossessed masses fought against
the landowners and were brutally criminalized and repressed by the
Italian government and army.”® A third interpretation became increas-
ingly important in the 1980s and 1990s, in connection with a major
“paradigm shift” in the historiography of the Mezzogiorno that has
led to the study of southern Italy in its own right, rejecting earlier
preconceived negative judgments on the Bourbon Kingdom and its
immediate aftermath.”® This new interpretation has emphasized a
postcolonial view of the Great Brigandage, and it has been particularly
useful in demonstrating the importance of hitherto mostly hidden
racial prejudices by northern Italian soldiers and civil servants against
the southern Italian people. At the moment, though, the increasing
consensus among historians who have treated the Great Brigandage in
their work is that the phenomenon was a major “civil war”—the first
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in the history of unified Italy—which was fought in the Mezzogiorno
in the aftermath of Ttalian national unification.””

In practice, the Great Brigandage, according to Salvatore Lupo,
“assumed more clearly the character of a civil war . . . because the
conflict concerned only Italians.””® In L’Unificazione italiana: Mez-
zogiorno, rivoluzione, guerra civile (Italy’s Unification: Mezzogiorno,
Revolution, Civil War, 2011), Lupo pointed out that, even though
the element of peasant revolt was paramount, loyalty to the former
Bourbon dynasty was still strong among large sections of the south-
ern Italian population in 1861-65.7° For his part, in Darkest Italy
(1999), John Dickie had looked at the civil war at the heart of the
Great Brigandage as a way in which the Italian state constructed a
perception of “otherness.” Thus, from the official documents it seems
clear that, instead of trying to understand the causes of the massive
peasants’ revolt, the Italian government launched a large campaign
of repression, which it justified with the characterization of the peas-
ants as “brigands,” or as rebellious and treasonous outlaws to sup-
press.8% Also Roberto Martucci, in Linvenzione dell’ Italin unita (The
Invention of a United Italy, 1999) had talked clearly of the Great
Brigandage as a civil war, and, in particular, in referring to the infa-
mous episodes of Pontelandolfo and Casalduni and to other similar
massacres, mostly unnamed, committed by the Italian army, he has
written of “the intensity of the evil done to harmless civilians, the
dimension of a massacre still not exactly quantifiable today, the depth
of pain, blood, and hatred created with an operation of ethnic cleans-
ing.”8! Therefore, it is clear from studies by these and other scholars
that the civil war at the heart of the Great Brigandage in the Italian
Mezzogiorno, especially in the period 1862-65, was essentially a mass
phenomenon of armed peasant revolt against both the Italian govern-
ment and those southerners and landowners who supported it. Yet,
the particular modes and features of this inner civil war within south-
ern Italian society—and particularly the conflict between different
southern Italian factions for the possession of land in different regions
and towns—changed from place to place and from time to time, and
these factors still need to be investigated thoroughly through specific
detailed studies at the local level in order to be properly understood.5?

In both the Confederate South and southern Italy, thus, the period
between 1862 and 1865 saw crucial changes in the ongoing inner
civil wars that ultimately created the premises for mass rebellion and
social revolution in the majority of the rural areas. As a result of these
changes, in both southern regions, the agrarian masses—American
slaves and southern Italian peasants—came to the forefront of the
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inner civil wars. In the case of the Confederate South, the transfor-
mation of the American Civil War into a war for slave emancipation
created the conditions for a massive slave rebellion, which was aided
by the Union government’s policy and by the actions of the Union
army. In the case of the Italian Mezzogiorno, the etfective end of real-
istic “legitimist” chances to restore the Bourbon dynasty led to the
transformation of the Great Brigandage into a social war of peasants
against the landowners, brutally repressed by the Italian government
and army. In both cases, it is possible to say that, within the contexts of
the inner civil wars, the agrarian masses rose spontaneously to improve
their lot and end their exploitation, but at the same time joined the
political and military initiatives of those governmental forces—Dbe they
the Union soldiers or the Bourbon supporters—that fought against
their oppressors. Yet, while runaway slaves joined the Union Army
in increasing numbers and became a major part of the Union effort
in the last part of the conflict against the Confederacy, in the southern
Ttalian Great Brigandage, peasants were left fighting against Italian
authority without the help of the pro-Bourbon forces after the col-
lapse of the “legitimist” schemes, and in the midst of increasingly
repressive governmental and military measures, which culminated
with the release of the August 1863 Pica Law. In acting on these very
different premises, in the Confederate South’s inner civil war African
American slaves engaged in a variety of rebellious acts that, collec-
tively, might have been the equivalent of a massive slave insurrection,
while in the Italian Mezzogiorno’s inner conflict southern Italian peas-
ants kept the Italian army engaged in an increasingly brutal civil war.
In sum, between 1861 and 1865, the Confederate South and the
ITtalian Mezzogiorno underwent parallel and horrific inner civil wars. In
both these phenomena, it is possible to distinguish two difterent ele-
ments, and in turn two different phases, which overlapped to a certain
extent. In the first two years of the American Civil War and of south-
ern Italy’s Great Brigandage, between 1861 and 1863, the inner civil
wars in the two southern regions focused mostly on competing ideas
and intents for nation-building—the first element in both cases. In the
Confederate South, supporters of the Confederacy, who included the
majority of planters and slaveholders, fought to suppress the minor-
ity of supporters of the Union, who were consistently silenced from
the time of the secession crisis and waged guerrilla warfare against
the Confederate government especially in the mountainous areas of
several southern states. Conversely, in the Italian Mezzogiorno, the
ITtalian government and the supporters of Italian national unification,
who included the majority of the landowners, fought to suppress
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the minority of “legitimist” supporters of the Bourbon dynasty, who
hoped to restore the latter and waged guerrilla warfare against the
Italian army in different areas of southern Italy. In one case, support-
ers of Unionist and Confederate nationalisms faced each other in
the Confederacy’s inner civil war, while in the other case, supporters
of Italian and Bourbon nationalisms faced each other in the Italian
Mezzogiorno’s inner civil war.

In the latter part of the American Civil War and of southern
Italy’s Great Brigandage, between 1862 and 1865, the inner civil
wars in the two regions saw the transformation of the two conflicts
into social revolutions, as a result of the increasing and widespread
rebellious actions of agrarian masses—American slaves and southern
Italian peasants—fighting against the Confederate and Italian gov-
ernments and their supporters on their own terms. However, in the
Confederacy’s inner civil war, the mass rebellion of southern slaves
received the help of the Union government’s new emancipationist
policy and of the Union army. Conversely, in the Italian Mezzogiorno’s
inner civil war, the mass rebellion of southern Italian peasants received,
by that time, little support from the pro-Bourbon forces and was,
instead, brutally repressed by the Italian government and army. Yet,
in both cases, the end of the inner civil wars in 1865 and the after-
maths of the rebellions of the agrarian masses did not lead to all the
changes that either American slaves or southern Italian peasants had
hoped for—remaining, therefore, “unfinished revolutions,” to adapt
a famous expression by Eric Foner.83 At the same time, within the
reunified countries of the United States and Italy, both the elites of
the American South and of the Italian Mezzogiorno faced, effectively, a
situation of lack of power and of enduring opposition to the respective
national governments—a situation that would last, in both cases, until
1876, the year that signaled the end of Reconstruction in the United
States and the rise of the first Left government in Liberal Italy.



CONCLUSION

The comparative study of the three themes in the “age of Lincoln and
Cavour” that correspond to the three sections of this book shows that
there is a great deal of room for research focusing on the identification
of significant similarities and differences between the two processes of
nation-building that occurred in the United States in the Civil War era
and in Italy in the Risorgimento era. It is important to point out that
the three themes under consideration are just a few of several possible
areas that could be selected for sustained comparative investigation.
These three themes and the subthemes within them effectively rep-
resent three orders of dimension in the comparative study of the age
of Lincoln and Cavour: (1) the comparative dimension of ideological
and political movements, such as American abolitionism and Italian
democratic nationalism; (2) the comparative dimension of individuals,
such as Lincoln and Cavour; and (3) the comparative dimension of
wider historical processes, such as the American Civil War and south-
ern Italy’s Great Brigandage. At the same time, it is equally important
to acknowledge that, in the case of synchronic comparisons such as
the present one that focuses on the American Civil War era versus the
Italian Risorgimento era, the additional information yielded by the
exploration of links and connections between movements, ideologies,
and people enriches and enhances our understanding of the mechan-
ics and significance of specific comparative historical inquiries. Thus,
in regard to particular issues, as in the subthemes treated in Chapter 2
on John Brown versus Carlo Pisacane and in Chapter 5 on the specter
of Confederate secession in early post-unification Italy, an integrated
comparative /transnational approach would certainly allow historians
to tackle better the specific issues at the heart of a comparative type
of research by building on an already established connection between
the two case studies.!

When looking at possible historical comparisons in the analysis of
the different facets of the American and Italian nation-building pro-
cesses in the age of Lincoln and Cavour, the parallels between the two
radical movements of American abolitionism and Italian democratic
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nationalism stand out as particularly worthy of investigation. For a
start, they were both essentially minority movements that proposed
radical solutions to the main issues at the heart of the two “national
questions”—the existence and expansion of slavery in the United
States and the fragmentation and foreign occupation of the country
in Italy. At the same time, both movements were also characterized
by wide divergences in regard to the means to achieve those solu-
tions. One of the most important parallels, though, related to the way
in which, despite the fundamental differences in approach, in both
cases the more utopian elements and the more concretely militant
elements converged to support comparable beliefs in the resolutions
of the national questions primarily through a rising of the southern
masses prompted by revolutionary actions starting from the north.
Thus, in the United States, abolitionists believed that southern slaves
either waited for the northern public opinion to change the course of
American politics in their favor, or else they expected northern agita-
tors to lead them in a general insurrection against the slaveholders.
Comparably, in Italy, Democrats believed that southern Italian peas-
ants were expecting activists from outside the Mezzggiorno to come
and lead them in the revolution against the Bourbon regime.?

When we move from the general level of movements to the spe-
cific level of individuals and look at the similarities and differences
between the lives of American radical abolitionist John Brown and
Italian democrat and socialist Carlo Pisacane, we find that their
thoughts and actions reflect that comparability in beliefs with regard
to the southern masses of the United States and Italy and their sup-
posed expectations. In relation to the more militant aspects of the
type of radical abolitionism epitomized by Brown and of the type of
democratic radicalism represented by Pisacane, it is possible to say
that, despite the vast differences in cultural formation and historical
milieus, both activists expressed their distinctive radicalism through
utopian ideas of contribution to the creation of a future with a higher
degree of social justice by means of a major revolutionary war. These
essentially similar ideas, then, expressed themselves in different ways,
as Brown emphasized the importance of interracial cooperation, also
with important utopian socialist elements, while Pisacane emphasized
the importance of redistribution of property as an important part of
his socialist beliefs. At the same time, an equally important element
that emerges clearly from this specific comparative study is the exis-
tence of indirect transnational connections between the abolitionist
and democratic milieus within which the two radical activists oper-
ated, as demonstrated by Brown’s and Pisacane’s common awareness



CONCLUSION 167

of widespread doctrines of nineteenth-century guerrilla warfare and
revolution, even though this parallel awareness produced ultimately
divergent opinions by Brown and Pisacane on Carlo Bianco di Saint
Jorioz’s and Giuseppe Mazzini’s writings on guerrilla tactics.3
Similarly to the case of Brown and Pisacane, parallels and similarities
abound, amidst crucial differences, in the comparative historical study
of the two most influential individuals in the politics of the United
States in the Civil War era and of Italy in the Risorgimento era: Abra-
ham Lincoln and Camillo Cavour. This specific comparison, which is
the focal center of the book, shows that, in the course of their lives and
careers, Lincoln and Cavour came to embrace largely similar elements
of a nineteenth-century ideology, which I have termed “progressive
nationalism.” The main tenets of this ideology were the belief in a
strong connection between economic development and sociopoliti-
cal progress as the indispensable factor that ensured equal opportuni-
ties to the nation’s citizens, and the belief in the indissolubility of the
tie between nationality and parliamentary representation as the most
important guarantee of civil liberties enjoyed by individuals and insti-
tutions. It is remarkable that, despite the vast differences in the histori-
cal milieus within which they lived and operated, Lincoln and Cavour
maintained an unwavering commitment to the two beliefs at the heart
of the ideology of progressive nationalism. In short, while Lincoln
was essentially a self-made man who was born a citizen of a demo-
cratic republic, Cavour was a nobleman raised in an ancién regime
kingdom that eventually turned into a constitutional monarchy. Yet,
they were both men of the nineteenth century, the “age of progress,”
and they saw a clear manifestation of progress, first and foremost, in
the powerful economic changes that the market revolution brought
to the United States and in the effects of the industrial revolution on
the northern regions of the Italian peninsula. Thus, even though, as
a result of different readings and circumstances, Lincoln and Cavour
maintained essentially opposite ideas in regard to economic liberalism
and protectionism, they both came to believe, naturally, that economic
development, epitomized by their similar enthusiasm for the building
of railroads, was the key to the creation of a strong nation-state.*
Also, for both Lincoln and Cavour, economic development was the
indispensable foundation on which to build a political system based
on the respect of individual liberty and on the right to parliamentary
representation. In respect to the latter, there is no doubt that Lin-
coln’s U.S. Republican belief in universal male suffrage and Cavour’s
Piedmontese Liberal convictions on the restriction of suffrage to the
propertied class diverged sharply; yet, the same could be said about
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the strong divergence between Lincoln’s initial ambiguous attitudes
toward slavery and Cavour’s well-known commitment to abolition.?
The truth is that, while these specific differences are due primarily
to particular historical circumstances, Lincoln’s and Cavour’s general
ideas and beliefs in the fundamental tenets of progressive nationalism
are, effectively, comparable, also because, in both cases, their beliefs
had a strong moderate element. Thus, Lincoln’s and the Republican
Party’s antislavery, rather than abolitionist, politics in the Civil War
United States provide a viable comparative counterpart to Cavour’s
moderate liberal, rather than democratic or republican, politics in Ris-
orgimento Italy. The comparable problems that Lincoln and Cavour
faced in 1861, therefore, focused, in both cases, on maintaining the
process of nation-building—through reunification in one case, and
through unification in the other—within moderate parameters. Even
though, unlike Cavour, Lincoln eventually took a radical step by
enacting slave emancipation, there is little doubt that the republican
nation that arose from the American Civil War and the Italian nation
that was unified as the Kingdom of Italy had a great deal in common
with the two progressive nations that Lincoln and Cavour had origi-
nally envisioned.®

By mid-1861, however, Lincoln and Cavour faced another type
of potentially comparable problem, which related to the centrifugal
political forces that were bent on undoing their plans for national
unification in the United States and Italy along moderate lines. In
the United States, those centrifugal forces were at the origins of the
movement for secession in the majority of the southern states and for
the formation of the Confederacy, between December 1860 and May
1861, which, effectively, led to Lincoln’s war effort toward national
reunification. Conversely, in Italy, where national unification had just
been achieved, with the creation of the Italian kingdom in March
1861, a possible secession of the southern provinces was a threat and
also a distinct possibility that occupied the minds of the members of
the post-unification Italian governments, especially because of south-
ern Italy’s state of open rebellion against the Italian state at the time
of the Great Brigandage. Thus, Cavour and his direct successors as
Italy’s prime ministers were haunted by the idea of a repetition on
Italian soil of a situation similar to the one that had occurred in con-
temporary Civil War America. It is no wonder, then, that the study
of transnational contacts between high administrative officials in the
American and Italian governments, and also of documents written
by British diplomats, in the period 1861-63, in conjunction with
the study of the actual events that occurred in southern Italy in that
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period, shows the presence of references to the existence of an actual
state of civil war there, possibly conducive to an outright secession of
the southern Italian provinces, and with both similarities and differ-
ences to the contemporary events in the United States.”

Yet, leaving aside the specific study of the transnational contacts
between high government officials and the connections that they drew
between the situation in the United States and the situation in Italy,
an actual comparative research focusing on the Confederate South
and southern Italy in the period 1861-65 shows that the parallels that
one can draw between the inner civil wars that affected the two south-
ern regions are many. In particular, comparison shows that both the
inner civil wars in the two southern regions went through two distinct
phases, and that in these two phases different groups acted as main
agents of historical change. In both cases, in the first phase, the inner
civil wars occurred primarily as clashes between two different groups
of supporters of opposite ideas of nationalism—i.e., the Confederates
and the Unionists in the Civil War U.S. South and the Italian govern-
ment and the pro-Bourbon legitimists in southern Italy—and focused
on conflicts over the creation of a new nation versus the preservation
of an old one. Then, still in both cases, the second phase of the inner
civil wars focused on the claims of the previously largely excluded
southern agrarian masses—i.c., African American slaves in the Con-
federate South and southern Italian peasants in the Mezzogiorno—to
become decisive agents of change in the two conflicts through their
potential to tilt the balance in favor of different possible outcomes
for the futures of the two nations. Comparison shows also that, in
both cases, the two phases partly overlapped, so that, effectively, in
the course of the five years of duration of both inner civil wars, the
conflict involving the supporters of opposite ideas of nations and the
conflict involving the previously largely excluded southern agrarian
masses often occurred at the same time, in a particularly complex turn
of events to analyze in comparative historical perspective.?

All in all, a sustained historical comparison of selected themes
within the wider contexts of the processes of nation-building in Civil
War America and Risorgimento Italy—a comparison that, in some
cases, can be enhanced and corroborated by evidence coming from
the investigation of previously unknown transnational connections—
shows the importance of analyzing and understanding the reasons for
the existence of parallels in the making and unmaking of nations in
the Euro-American world, and beyond, in the middle decades of the
nineteenth century. In fact, by looking at the historical record in com-
parative perspective, it is clear that those decades were, effectively, as
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much a time of creation as of disruption of nations, since conflict-
ing versions of nationalism and conflicting projects of nation-building
were ubiquitous features in Europe and the Americas, and in the
wider nineteenth-century world, as the examples of Ireland and Alge-
ria briefly recounted in the Introduction clearly show. In this perspec-
tive, secession and civil war were both likely to occur in the context
of processes of nation-building, largely as a result of different influ-
ences within the complex web of factors that led to the explosion of
nationalism in different degrees and in different regions of the Euro-
American and wider world during the long nineteenth century. Thus,
the specific comparative historical investigation of the parallel courses
of nation-building in Civil War America and in Risorgimento Italy,
whether it focuses on movements, individuals, or on larger historical
processes, not only can help us understand why events occurred in
certain ways and led to certain outcomes, but also can offer a possible
model for other comparative historical investigations looking at paral-
lel courses cither of nation-building, or of unmaking of nations, in
other regions of the world during the long nineteenth century.
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