
THE QUESTION IS IN THE STYLE OF OCR SPECIFIC AS-Level
examination papers on Period Studies in European History.

Question: Compare the importance of Cavour and
Garibaldi in the creation of the Kingdom of Italy by 1861. 

Simon’s answer 

Mazzini, Cavour and Garibaldi were the most important
leaders of Italian unification. In 1815, Italy was described
correctly by Metternich as only ‘a geographical expression’.
It was comprised of small states, many of whom were
governed by reactionary rulers. There were considerable
geographical, social and economic differences between
different regions of Italy, especially between the north and
south, and for much of the period from 1815 to 1861, many
Italians were more interested in their local regions or even
cities than in the idea of a united Italy. Probably the most
serious obstacle to Italian nationalism was Austria because it
controlled much of Italy either directly or indirectly.
Mazzini’s efforts to achieve national unity through popular
uprisings failed in the 1820s, 1830s and in 1848. The success
of Cavour and Garibaldi in establishing an Italian kingdom by
1861 must therefore be seen in the context of the earlier
failures although Italy was not completely united until 1870,
after Cavour’s death.

Cavour founded a newspaper Il Risorgimento but was
not seriously involved in the 1848 revolution and did not
become active in politics until he became the Minister of
Agriculture, Marine and Commerce in 1850, then Minister of
Finance and lastly Prime Minister of Piedmont. His first
priority was to make Piedmont stronger and his early
policies concentrated on internal reorganisation, for example
,improving Piedmont’s economy and finances, constructing
roads and railways. He also limited the power of the Church,
which he believed to be reactionary and in favour of Rome
rather than Piedmont as the centre of Italy. He was not an
extreme democrat because he feared the radicalism of the
lower orders. This is one reason why he was suspicious of
Garibaldi. He preferred an orderly and controlled expansion
of Piedmont’s power in the north of Italy and was hesitant
about the value of incorporating the south. As a monarchist,
he did not agree with the republicanism of Mazzini. Cavour
was a realist who agreed to Victor Emmanuel’s suggestion to
send troops to aid the British and French in the Crimean
War as a means of securing foreign assistance. In the short
term, he was unsuccessful in achieving this aim but in the
longer term Napoleon III was very important to Cavour
although the French Emperor was not a wholehearted
supporter of Italian unification. Cavour’s realism is proved by
the fact that he agreed at Plombières to concede Nice and
Savoy to France as the price of an alliance, a concession that
horrified many Italian nationalists such as Garibaldi. This
realism persuaded him that the claim that Italy could free
itself (Italia farà da sè) was impractical because of the
strength of Austria. This was the reason why the French
alliance was so important to him. Cavour then made a
crucial contribution when he provoked Austria into issuing
an ultimatum that made it seem as if Austria was the
aggressor against Piedmont. The alliance between Piedmont

and France was severely tested when Napoleon III ignored
Cavour and made an agreement with Austria at Villafranca
(1859) that gave Piedmont only Lombardy, less than had
been agreed at Plombières only a year previously. Although
Cavour resigned after Villafranca, he soon returned to office
and continued to work for the expansion of Piedmont. He
gained Parma, Modena and Tuscany through plebiscites
which were manipulated in order to maximise support for
his policies and thus put pressure on Napoleon III to accept
an enlarged Italy. He then had to deal with Garibaldi, of
whom he was suspicious. He did not share Garibaldi’s
eagerness to unite the poor regions of southern Italy with
the prosperous north; he also believed that Garibaldi might
offend foreign countries, especially Catholic France, because
of his threat to capture Rome and the Papal states.
However, he realised that he could not stop Garibaldi and
succeeded in outwitting him by persuading the republican
rebel to accept the leadership of the Piedmontese monarchy.
Another part of the compromise was that Rome remained
outside the new Italian kingdom that was set up in 1861, a
concession by Garibaldi, while Cavour accepted the
inclusion of Naples and Sicily in the south.

Garibaldi was very different from Cavour, a soldier
rather than a politician. He had joined Mazzini’s Young Italy
group although he was never personally close to Mazzini.
From the 1830s, he was dedicated to revolutionary struggle.
In 1848 he was a leader of the struggle against Austria and
then against France when he defended the new Rome
Republic against the French army that was sent to liberate
the Pope. Without the backing of large countries, he led an
unsuccessful uprising against Austria in northern Italy in 1859
and then sailed south with his Thousand Redshirts to Sicily
and Naples . He was a republican whose views were thought
dangerous by many other nationalists in Italy and by some
foreign countries who were otherwise favourable to a united
Italy but the appeal of his ideas and actions soon resulted in
the liberation of Sicily and Naples when the populace joined
him to defeat the forces of the harsh and unpopular despots
and their Austrian backer. He then moved towards Rome in
a controversial move. Whilst Piedmont was by now
politically the leading state in Italy, Rome was important
nationally and internationally as the centre of the Roman
Catholic Church and historically as the capital of the ancient
Roman Empire. There was a danger that the capture of
Rome might actually turn supporters of Italian unification
into opponents. Garibaldi was persuaded to hand over his
other conquests to Cavour and Garibaldi while Rome
remained outside the new Italy until 1870. Although he had
fewer resources than Cavour, the extent of appeal meant
that he briefly but decisively controlled the direction of
Italian unification.

Although Garibaldi had fewer resources than Cavour,
the extent of his appeal to ordinary Italians meant that he
briefly but decisively controlled the direction of Italian
unification. It could be said that he was more of a nationalist
than Cavour. He was certainly a better soldier. Overall, both
achieved some of their aims and failed to achieve others. To
Garibaldi’s credit, most of Italy was included in the new
kingdom by 1861. The new state was extended to include
Venetia in 1866 and then Rome in 1870. Although Cavour
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died in 1861 before unification was completed, he was
particularly successful in ensuring that Piedmont was the
major state in Italy and that the new country was a
monarchy, not a republic. 

Examiner’s Comments

Simon’s answer is given 60 marks out of 90 (Band III).
Examiners look first at the parts of an answer that can be
given credit. The introduction is promising. It uses
background knowledge effectively because it is linked to the
question and the reference to developments after the
specified period (‘by 1861’) is also made relevant because of
the mention of Cavour’s earlier death. Do not use
introductions only to provide additional material - make it
clear to the examiner immediately that you are answering
the question. There is some narrative but most of the
answer concentrates on an explanation - it does not only tell
a story. All of the answer is relevant. The conclusion is
satisfactory. However, the answer also has weaknesses

which limit the mark. It is unbalanced - saying more about
Cavour than about Garibaldi. If you answer a two-part
question, make sure that you spend approximately equal
time on both parts. The question asks for a comparison but
the answer deals first with Cavour and then Garibaldi. The
comparative references are few. A more comparative
approach would have deserved Band II or even Band I. For
Band I, the answer should have been fully comparative and
should have explained who was the more important, and
why. Simon could have discussed the similarities and
differences in their aims, then their methods and finally their
successes and failures. Candidates who get the highest marks
use their knowledge in a well-structured way. It will help to
organise your ideas if you write a brief plan at the beginning
of the answer. You can check that you are covering all of the
points in the question and that you are organising your ideas
effectively. 

Russell Williams, latterly Lecturer, University of
Gloucestershire, is an AS/A-Level Chief Examiner.
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Contributors to Italian unification. The astute politician and state builder, Count Cavour (left) and the charismatic populist bandit leader, Garibaldi (right)


