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Britain and Italian Historiography

It is difficult to be an historian in Italy, or an historian working on Italian history, without being categorised politically or ideologically.

British historians belong to a strong empirical tradition, and despite the assaults of post-modernism, most would still regard objectivity as something to be aspired to, and in some ways, attained. Italian historiography has a rather different, more philosophical, tradition, and many Italian historians would view claims to objectivity with greater scepticism. 

Hegelianism had a strong influence on Italian historiography in the 19thcentury, and this legacy was given a powerful in the first half of the 20th century by the great Neapolitan historian and philosopher, Benedetto Croce. He was an idealist who saw ideas and spirit as the driving forces of history. For him Italian history was about the unfolding of freedom. Idealism also influenced other historians both to the left (e.g. Gramsci) and to the right (e.g. Volpe). 

Another important strand in Italian historical writing was the connection with politics. In the early nineteenth century the growth of the historical profession historians was linked to the need of states to have their existence and actions justified (one may think here of Leopold von Ranke’s relationship with the Prussian state, or of the enormous influence of Macaulay in England). In Italy this was complicated because of the unstable origins of the country. During the Risorgimento history was used by the different political groups – moderates and democrats, republicans and monarchists, federalists and centralists – to try and justify their particular positions. After 1860 history remained very contested, not least because of the events of 1859-60 had been bitterly divisive. Indeed the Risorgimento could not be taught in schools and universities until the end of the 19th century, and then only in a very sanitised form. 

While a degree of consensus had emerged by the early 20thcentury about the relationship between the different factions in the Risorgimento, the state still felt too insecure to allow recent Italian history to be freely debated. The monarchy in particular felt highly vulnerable. As a result access to archives remained very restricted. As the prime minister Giovanni Giolitti said in 1911, it was important to safeguard certain ‘beautiful legends’. 

During Fascist period, the Risorgimento was used instrumentally by historians to try and provide justification for the regime. Opponents of fascism, such as Croce, also tried to use recent Italian history to support their political positions. Once again we can see how important a weapon history was in the hands of different political parties. 

After the collapse of Fascism history continued to be used by historians to support different political positions. This liberals such as Rosario Romeo looked to defend Cavour and the way Italy was unified against the attacks of the left. For the left the Riosorgimento had been a ‘passive revolution’ that should have tried to mobilise the masses through major agricultural reforms (of the kind they wanted to implement after 1945). Historical writing tended to be very closely linked to the political parties under the First Republic. In recent years Italy’s history has again become politically very contentious, with furious debates about whether unification in 1860 was justified, whether Italy has ever been a nation, why northerners and southerners still seem so divided, whether fascism was as ‘evil’ as the left has maintained etc.

