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Introduction

Rosmini lived through an extremely turbulent period of European history. Through all of his early years, until he was eighteen (Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo a few days short of his eighteenth birthday), the continent was riven by wars which had their origins in the bloody, traumatic and epoch making events surrounding the French revolution and its consequences. Governments fell with bewildering regularity, more often than not bloodily, whilst constitutions, both republican and monarchical, were swept away and then often reverted. In this respect hardly a political unit in western and central Europe – city state, prince state, bishop state, empire, kingdom or republic – was unaffected. The sole exception was Great Britain, and even here Ireland was made part of the Union in 1800 and the novelty of income tax was introduced. Warfare was the norm, and although it bore little relationship to the ‘total wars’ of the twentieth century, it affected all classes and all areas to a greater or lesser extent.

These events shattered pre-existing ideas – in a more brutal and physical form than the intellectual impact of the Enlightenment of the second half of the eighteenth century. The cost and impact of war speeded up the industrialisation of the continent, though the biggest contributor to this, the arrival of the railways, did not have a significant impact in Italy until after Rosmini had died.

Italy

It is essential to appreciate that Rosmini’s Italy was very different from todays. The Austrian Foreign Minister and later Chancellor in the post-Napoleonic era, Metternich, is reported to have said in 1847 that, Italy was a geographic expression. 

For most of her history after the fall of the Roman Empire (in the west), a prolonged event that took a couple of hundred years to become final, the Italian peninsula was dominated by foreign powers. Undoubtedly it was a region of tremendous importance to the rest of Europe – it had the first banks, the first trading houses, it dominated the trading routes to the east and in the Mediterranean, it oversaw the rebirth of classical learning and developed this through the Renaissance – the list is seemingly endless. But it remained politically fragmented and this fragmentation became hardened into new boundaries within the peninsula.

Although there was such wealth and culture, the Italian princes and republics seemed forever to fall into the old trap of calling in foreign allies to assist them in their own ‘turf’ wars; welcome guests became very unwelcome and the story of the sixteenth century, particularly in the north and in the south, is one of incessant warring between foreign powers, fighting it out on Italian soil. This was chiefly between the Habsburg and Valois (and in due course, Bourbon) dynasties of Austria and Spain on the one hand and France.

The events during the early years of Rosmini’s life were a crucial part of the big political issues of his time: that is the unification of Italy and Germany; the emergence of ultramontinism in church history, and the persistent political instability of France. Rosmini was particularly affected by events in three of the states of Italy: that is Trent, a Prince Bishopric under Austrian domination; Lombardy, also under Austrian domination but which had had an ‘independent’ existence for some twenty years prior to 1815; and by the Kingdom of Piedmont-Sardinia. Born in Rovereto, part of Trent, he was thereby an Austrian subject; higher education took place in Milan, where anti-Austrian sentiment was strong; and some of the earliest houses of the Institute were in or near Turin – most notably the Sacra - the capital of Piedmont. To get a clearer idea of the immediate problems that he faced it would be as well to give a brief outline of the events in these regions of Italy – or, to put it more accurately, of the Italian peninsula.

The Prince-Bishopric of Trent
This part of north eastern Italy had a ruler who was a Prince-Bishop: that is a bishop who had all the trappings of a temporal ruler. He was a member of the Holy Roman Empire and by the time of Rosmini was effectively (very effectively) subordinate to the Austrian Emperor, who in 1797 was also the 

Holy Roman Emperor. This was an office that had been held by the Habsburgs for generations. The Bishopric was split more or less in two linguistically – the southern half being Italian, the northern part being more German [a state of affairs that exists to some degree today]. Rosmini lived in an Italian area, a matter that had been reinforced by Rovereto being ruled by Venice for a number of years when the Doges had found it expedient to create a land barrier and a sphere of influence to the west of that city. Trent was a vitally important puppet for Austria both strategically and politically, as it gave her possession of territory on the far side of the mountain ranges, with all the advantages that gave for military intervention in ‘Italian’ affairs.

The Emperor Joseph I (1780-1790, though co-reigning with his mother, Maria Theresa, from 1765) was what is known to historians as an Enlightened Despot. He took on board the new teachings of the Enlightenment and had engaged in some quite ruthless ‘modernisation’ of his extensive dominions, which included a great variety of different peoples – Hungarians, Germans, Italians, Slavs, Czechs, Ruthenians, Moravians, Poles – a galaxy of national groupings. Amongst his actions was a severe repression of a whole range of religious orders (particularly the contemplative ones) and the ejection of the Jesuits, as well as the confiscation of their lands and possessions. He attempted to overcome the influence of the church, perhaps most notably in education; and he exercised a vigorous national control of the hierarchy. More about Josephism, as it came to be called, in the essay on the Papacy.

Trent suffered the same sort of upheavals as the rest of Italy under the direction of Napoleon (see below); by 1818 the territory had been secularised and the Bishops (although they remained Prince Bishops until 1951) were then appointed by the Austrians until Trent finally became part of Italy after he Great War, in 1919. In fact, although the Bishops were ethnically ‘German’, they opposed the worst excesses of Josephism, but they were forever having to walk a very narrow path, wary of the reaction of their political masters.

Lombardy
Brief outline of events in Italy in the eighteenth century

The War of the Spanish Succession, at the beginning of the eighteenth century, marks the point at which Austrian dominance (replacing Spanish) over Italy was assured: the Treaty of Utrecht gave her Lombardy (which had been ruled by Spain since the death of the last Sforza duke in 1535); had her occupation of Naples recognised; acquired Mantua (which had been sold (!) by the last of the Gonzaga in 1701 to France); and Sardinia (which was swapped for Sicily in 1720). Naples reverted to the Borbon dynasty in 1736. Parma was given legal independence in 1748, but remained under Austrian domination. The Habsburgs took over Tuscany (Florence) when the last of the Medici died in 1737. The son of Maria Theresa and Francis of Lorraine, Leopold I. was a popular and effective ruler of this Grand Duchy – he was known to the Italians as Pietro Leopoldo. He was convinced that the only function of the ruler was the well being and happiness of his subjects, and was singularly unconcerned with his own prestige. In 1790 he became Emperor of Austria. Venice, remaining aloof from the excitements in Italy, let alone the rest of Europe, gently declined into semi-decrepit old age, though gaining her reputation for a tourist haven, albeit for the wealthy and those doing the Grand Tour. She truly deserved her title of the Serenissima.

The Napoleonic Period

Without going into the complications, Napoleon (who was arguably more Italian than French) conquered all of northern Italy by 1797. Bologna and Ferrara became the Cispadine Republic; Milan the centre of the Transpandane Republic; Geno the Ligurian Republic and Venice was handed over to Austria in exchange for her Belgian provinces. The Cispadene and Transpadene republics were soon after amalgamated into the Cisalpine Republic. This was not just a cosmetic exercise in changing rulers and names – there was a considerable reform of institutions and the creation of new, elected assemblies, though of course not on a suffrage basis that could be recognised as modern.

Whilst Napoleon was engaged in Egypt, a Jacobin republic was set up in Rome. The three years 1796 – 1799 are known as the triennio, years which seemed to anticipate the risorgimento, a term coined by an Italian dramatist (Alfieri) who prophesied a political and cultural ‘resurgence’ of Italy. In 1798 a republic was established in Naples (the Parthenopean Republic), but the radicals were massacred by a peasant army led by Cardinal Fabrizio Ruffo and the Borbons returned. In 1799 it was suggested to Napoleon by the Assembly that the Cisalpine Republic should be renamed Italy.

In 1804 Napoleon made himself emperor; all the newly created republics were transformed into kingdoms. The Italian Republic became the Kingdom of Italy (Napoleon, almost needless to say, became king). The story of Rome is covered elsewhere. One of Napoleon’s rulers, Murat, decided to throw his lot in with Napoleon when he returned from exile in Elba. He led an army north which occupied Rome, Florence and Bologna and proclaimed himself king of a united Italy. Defeated by the Austrians, he was court martialled and shot, but his last actions had added strength to the mythology of the Risorgimento.

The Congress Period

After Waterloo it was a matter of all back to 1789 and the situation prior to the French Revolution. Austria retained Venice, adding it to her clutch of possessions and protectorates. The return to monarchical absolutism might have been achieved by military power, but it could not take back the experience of the previous twenty years or so. The new regimes were deeply distrusted and even detested by a significant proportion of intellectuals, the professional classes and returning officers from Napoleon’s armies. Lombardy itself was quite prosperous, and Austrian rule had far from been entirely negative, for example in education. But some 45% of the population, for example, remained illiterate.

This period marked the growth of secret societies, composed mainly of members of the educated classes and disaffected ex-army officers. In Naples they were the Carbonari, prepared to use violence for their revolutionary ends; and the Masons, though these were more law-abiding. There were revolutions in Naples and Piedmont in 1820 and 1821, but these were suppressed by the Austrians under the leadership of Metternich, who was determined to suppress any liberal movements in Italy (and anywhere else, for that matter, if he could help it). He regarded the forces of the nineteenth century as destructive of civilization, and Italian nationalism as one of the most dangerous enemies.

An important thinker at this period was Giuseppe Mazzini, who was certainly not Rosmini’s political pin-up, not least for the fact that he refuted his Christianity, let alone his Catholicism. Mazzini was a Genoese, born of middle class parents in 1805, and subsequently a university professor. The great influence in his life was his fanatically republican and democratically minded mother – she believed that her son was to be some kind of a messiah of a new world. He was an important intellectual originator of later revolutions. He worked on the basis that the French revolution had triumphantly proclaimed the rights of the individual but had failed to complete the message by reorganising society along more positive lines, by which the individual’s obligations and duties to society would be stressed as well as his rights. He spent most of his time in exile in London, where he formed ‘Young Italy’ (in 1837 he formed ‘Young Europe’) and dominated the nationalist movement for a decade.

The election of Pius IXth in 1846 and his early, liberal, actions had a transforming effect on the nationalist movement. This is covered elsewhere.

1848: The Year of Revolutions

 In this year there were revolutions of one sort or another in almost every capital except London (it is not entirely disingenuous to compare these events with those of 1989/90 in central and eastern Europe). They started in Palermo in January (possibly the only place warm enough!); and constitutions were soon being granted by monarchs all over the continent. March 1848 was a moment of great crisis for the Austrian crown – revolts broke out in Vienna, Prague and Budapest and Metternich was sacked, famously making his escape in a laundry basket and made his way, as so many political exiles of all shades of opinion of the time, to London. A republican revolt in Paris encouraged the Milanese to rise. After the so-called cinque giornate, Marshal Radetsky, the military governor, withdrew his army (admittedly he took the civilized option) before the citizen revolutionaries. Radetsky was described by Rosmini as ‘that pitiful old man’. Rosmini, at Stresa, was caught up in the excitement:

Long live the heroic Milanese. Let us sing the canticle In exitu Israel de Aegypto, domus Jacob de populo barbaro, We shall start in a few days a Triduum to pray God to continue to bless Italy, as I confidently expect He will, for in all these things we see the hand of the Most High.

Writing to a friend a few days later he wrote:

In a few days I expect to make a dash for Milan, anxious to share the joy of so many friends there who rightly exult in their liberation.

In addition, Rosmini wanted to get printed his own political ideas, encapsulated in his Plan for a Constitution. This was based on the principle that all the constitutions since 1789 had been ephemeral. A constitution should be based on property, else there will be no stability; and that there could be no justice unless there was a political tribunal, something on the lines of the Supreme Court of the United States. He was concerned about the ‘tyrannies’ of the Chambers, and this Tribunal was to be elected by universal suffrage, though the Chambers would represent the proprietors, holding power proportionate to the taxes that they paid. He thus set himself against  aspects of the Statute (Constitution) of Piedmont, which was to become the basis of the Italian constitution of 1861.

Meanwhile in Milan the revolutionaries were split. The conservative aristocrats were eager for Lombardy to be annexed to Piedmont, which put Carl Albert, the King, in a predicament, Eventually he declared war on Austria, anxious as he was to prevent the creation of an independent Lombard republic on his doorstep. In any case, if he did nothing there was the danger of further risings at home, notably amongst the Genoese. In late April Pius IXth issued his utterly memorable Allocution in which he refused to engage in any war with Austria. In the meantime a chance cannonball in Prague was to have momentous consequences.

The Viennese authorities showed themselves, initially, helpless before the revolutionaries in their territories. In Prague the governor was Prince Windischgrätz, who showed himself disinclined to do anything about the revolting Bohemians. However, a chance cannonball through the window of his palace happened to kill his wife. Infuriated, understandably, he took decisive action to suppress the rebellion and then set about putting them down in neighbouring countries.  Thus encouraged, the authorities bestirred Radetsky in his refuge in the Quadrilateral, and he then defeated Piedmont and the Italian nationalists, most notably at Custozza on the 24th July, restoring Austrian authority to Lombardy. The war dragged on for some months: Piedmont was defeated again at Novarra in March 1849 and the Venetians succumbed that summer.

Combining with these political events, Italian nationalism found expression in politically aware musicians, perhaps most notably in Verdi. Indeed crowds in Milan were known to go around cheering, Viva Verdi, which latter name provided the initial letters for Vittorio Emanuele, Re del’Italia. The early to mid nineteenth century was the great era of romanticism, and there were plenty of characters that fulfilled that role, especially the extraordinary man of action, Garibaldi.

After Rosmini’s fraught time in Rome and his return to Stresa in 1849 he took little active part in subsequent events, having quite enough on his plate to deal with. However, his great friend Manzoni was also to play a most important part in the emerging Italy, for his novel I Promessi Sposi did much to provide Italy with a standardised form (Tuscan) of the Italian language.

Piedmont
Piedmont was ruled by the House of Savoy, a dynasty more famed for its diplomatic and military skills than cultural. By the mid fourteenth century the ‘Green Count’ (Amedeo VI) controlled territory which is now in France, Switzerland and Italy. The original county of Savoy stretched west to the Rhône at Mâcon and north east to Lausanne. The lands included the passes of the Grand and Petit Saint Bernard and the Mont Cernis and in Italy, Turin. In 1416 his successor was recognised as a duke. In fact this man, Amedeo VIII (don’t ask: I’m not sure what happened to Amedeo VII!), was elected the anti-Pope as Felix V by the Council of Basle. There followed a somewhat chequered history in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By the eighteenth century Savoy had become mainly an Italian duchy, though the court and aristocracy were still French speaking. [This not too surprising as French was the lingua franca of the time.] By the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, Savoy gained Sicily, and with it the title of king; as explained above, this was swapped for Sardinia in 1720 with Austria, but they still retained the title of king, albeit of Sardinia, which was retained until 1861 when Sardinia was replaced by Italy. Thus, slightly absurdly, the Savoys were technically King of Sardinia, with the far more significant Piedmont simply a Duchy, but commonly it was known as the Kingdom of Piedmont. It was also at this stage (ie the War of the Spanish Succession) that Piedmont gained the close diplomatic support of Great Britain, which was retained until 1940. In 1748 (War of the Austrian Succession) Piedmont gained Nice.

This background is not as irrelevant as it might at first seem, because it was her historic diplomatic and military role in wider European matters, and the staying power of her dynasty, that was to prove of such value in the move to Italian unification under her leadership. Another feature to note was Piedmont’s strictly orthodox and deep Catholicism.

Vittorio Emanuele I was restored to his kingdom in 1815 having lost it soon after he came to the throne in 1796. He regained all the old territory with the important addition of Genoa; although his rather old-fashioned clothes and fashionable late eighteenth century pigtail made him something of a figure of fun.

In 1821 there was a rising in Piedmont, assisted to some degree by the activities of the carbonari. Vittorio Emanuele abdicated in favour of his brother, Carlo Felice. As he was away, the young Carlo Alberto was persuaded by the revolutionaries to take the throne and grant a constitution; when Carlo Felice eventually arrived in Turin ten days or so later he made a hasty exit. The final embers of the revolution were extinguished by an Austrian army at Novara. These early revolutionaries had dreamed of driving the Austrians out of Italy.

The next revolutionary attempt was in 1833, carried out by young officers heavily influenced by Mazzini, based on Turin and Genoa. However, before anything could happen the conspiracy was betrayed and a number of conspirators were shot.

Another nationalist of the time was Gioberti, who had been court theologian at Turin, He suggested, in a book written in 1843 whilst in exile in Brussels, that the Italian states should retain their identities and rulers but should unite into a confederation with the Pope as president. This standpoint was more acceptable to moderate Catholic opinion. This book was influential with the future Pius IXth. In fact Rosmini and Gioberti fell out on other philosophical issues, but were to meet during the fraught 1848-49 period. Gioberti had criticised Storia comparativa e critica dei sistemi attorno al pricipio della morale. He was to write in 1850

When I met Rosmini in person and began in my turn to venerate with all Italy such wisdom combined with such virtue, I was sorry for the impetuous way that I had written about him.

The improved atmosphere between the men was mutual, as Rosmini warned Gioberti in 1848 that his works were being examined by the Congregation of the Index (surprisingly enough, Rosmini was a member of that Congregation); and helped to raise funds when Gioberti fell into poverty after the failure of the 1848 Revolution. [In fact he was Prime Minister of Piedmont for a short while during this chaotic period.]

The events of 1848
The arrival of Pius IXth and his liberalisation of the press in the Papal states in 1846 had its impact on Piedmont; and in 1847 Carlo Alberto (who had become king in 1831) followed the lead, albeit somewhat hesitantly.

[Carlo Alberto and Rosmini had known each other since 1836, when Rosmini was offered, and accepted, the custodianship of the Sacra di San Michele. Rosmini was impressed by the deeply Catholic King, but Piedmont had almost as strong an element of Josephism (or Febronism) as Austria in its bureaucracy.]

One of these new papers was Il Risorgimento, edited by Cesare Balbo and Count Camillo Cavour, the future genius of reunification. His older brother, the Marquis Gustavo Cavour, sent Rosmini a prospectus of the new paper in December 1847; he approved. Although Rosmini and the younger Cavour became bitterly opposed to each other, Gustavo remained a life long friend (with some hiccups over the matter of changes in marriage law in Piedmont) and he was one of the last to see Rosmini alive.

Pressure from papers, particularly this one, resulted in Carlo Alberto granting a constitution in March1848 (the so-called Statuto, mentioned above). As has already been mentioned, after a second defeat at Novara in March 1849 Carlo Alberto abdicated and went into a Portuguese monastery, where he died a few months later. He was succeeded by Victor Emmanuel II.

After his return from Rome in 1849, Rosmini effectively ended his public role in the future of Italian Unification; though this did not mean that he did not continue to take considerable interest and corresponded avidly. We know, for example, that he favoured the intervention of Piedmont in the Crimean War (his reasons lay principally on the maltreatment of non-Slav Christians; and he was far from being alone in finding the schemings of Count Cavour distasteful, if not reprehensible.

Conclusion

The purpose of this essay is to try and help to put into context the great range of issues that Rosmini faced: a church under attack for many decades, but especially since the mid 1750s; living in a part of Italy dominated by foreign powers and for most of his life by Austria; and with an intellectual and philosophical climate based on the Enlightenment which he found deeply flawed.

His achievement in many respects was quite extraordinary given these constraints. He founded a religious order when the assault on such institutions was the rule rather than the exception. He managed to found houses under two completely different civil jurisdictions in Italy. He managed to travel around when he was viewed with the deepest suspicion by the Austrian authorities, though this led to delays – interminable delays – and great frustration. Friendship with Carlo Alberto helped to ease this problem, who used his influence to get him a ten year passport. He always felt that his subjects and houses in Austrian territories were vulnerable to any overtly political writings or actions that he might take in support of his own strong views in favour of Italian Unification. His relationships with the ‘movers and shakers’ in northern Italy, and their connection with a particular form of Unification, was to put him at loggerheads with the Roman authorities; themselves complicated by his writings in other fields.

It is difficult to imagine an understanding of Rosmini the person without an understanding of the political and social environment of his time; albeit that many of his writings do not strictly require it.

It seems to be an increasingly common trait for even professional historians to look back at the past and judge it in the context of the present – or, put colloquially, with the benefit of hindsight. The actions of the Prince Bishop of Trent towards Rosmini and his fledgling Institute are explicable if one remembers that it was not so long previously that thousands of clergy were driven from their monasteries and nuns from their convents within memory – say as far from them in 1830 as, say, the Falklands War or the death of Paul VIth is to us. The regimes may have been less efficient than the communist ones, but the Church institutions were under as big a threat as, say, the church in Poland in the communist period in the 1950s. Perhaps it is somewhat easier to understand the approach by the authorities towards a philosopher patriot who wished to found a religious Institute that had no obvious purpose valuable in secular eyes (ie a congregation founded to work in schools, hospitals and other such corporal acts of charity) when, for example, all the purely contemplative orders had been abolished, sometimes (as in France) extremely bloodily. An order that looked very similar to the Jesuits, which the great powers had succeeded in getting suppressed, was hardly going to attract the plaudits of similarly minded rulers or governments; nor win the easy approval of an institutional church under persistent threat and pressure.

