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Giuseppe Mazzini

Spurred by the desire to unite the people of Italy under one government, Giuseppe
Mazzini in 1832 formed a group called Young Italy. The group sought to liberate
Italian states from foreign rule, but it soon met with resistance and fell apart.
Mazzini spent much of the rest of his life outside his homeland, agitating for revo-
lution. In the following essay, Mazzini explains why there should be a united Italy.

T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : Analyzing Motives

What reasons did Mazzini give for a united Italy? 

To you, who have been born in Italy, God has allotted, as if favouring you spe-
cially, the best-defined country in Europe. In other lands, marked by more uncer-
tain or more interrupted limits, questions may arise which the pacific vote of all
will one day solve, but which have cost, and will yet perhaps cost, tears and
blood; in yours, no. God has stretched round you sublime and indisputable
boundaries; on one side the highest mountains of Europe, the Alps; on the other
the sea, the immeasurable sea. Take a map of Europe and place one point of a
pair of compasses in the north of Italy on Parma; point the other to the mouth of
the Var, and describe a semicircle with it in the direction of the Alps; this point,
which will fall, when the semicircle is completed, upon the mouth of the Isonzo,
will have marked the frontier which God has given you. As far as this frontier
your language is spoken and understood; beyond this you have no rights. Sicily,
Sardinia, Corsica, and the smaller islands between them and the mainland of Italy
belong undeniably to you. Brute force may for a little while contest these frontiers
with you, but they have been recognised from of old by the tacit general consent
of the peoples; and the day when, rising with one accord for the final trial, you
plant your tricoloured flag upon that frontier, the whole of Europe will acclaim re-
risen Italy, and receive her into the community of the nations. To this final trial all
your efforts must be directed.

Without Country you have neither name, token, voice, nor rights, no admission
as brothers into the fellowship of the Peoples. You are . . . soldiers without a ban-
ner, Israelites among the nations, you will find neither faith nor protection; none
will be sureties for you. Do not beguile yourselves with the hope of emancipation
from unjust social conditions if you do not first conquer a Country for yourselves;
where there is no Country there is no common agreement to which you can
appeal; the egoism of self-interest rules alone, and he who has the upper hand
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keeps it, since there is no common safeguard for the interests of all. Do not be led
away by the idea of improving your material conditions without first solving the
national question. You cannot do it. Your industrial associations and mutual help
societies are useful as a means of educating and disciplining yourselves; as an eco-
nomic fact they will remain barren until you have an Italy. The economic problem
demands, first and foremost, an increase of capital and production; and while
your Country is dismembered into separate fragments—while shut off by the bar-
rier of customs and artificial difficulties of every sort, you have only restricted
markets open to you—you cannot hope for this increase. To-day—do not delude
yourselves—you are not the working-class of Italy; you are only fractions of that
class; powerless, unequal to the great task which you propose to yourselves. Your
emancipation can have no practical beginning until a National Government,
understanding the signs of the times, shall, seated in Rome, formulate a
Declaration of Principles to be the guide for Italian progress, and shall insert into
it these words, Labour is sacred, and is the source of the wealth of Italy.

Do not be led astray, then, by hopes of material progress which in your present
conditions can only be illusions. Your Country alone, the vast and rich Italian
Country, which stretches from the Alps to the farthest limits of Sicily, can fulfil
these hopes. You cannot obtain your rights except by obeying the commands of
Duty. Be worthy of them, and you will have them. O my Brothers! love your
Country. Our Country is our home, the home which God has given us, placing
therein a numerous family which we love and are loved by, and with which we
have a more intimate and quicker communion of feeling and thought than with
others; a family which by its concentration upon a given spot, and by the homoge-
neous nature of its elements, is destined for a special kind of activity. Our Country
is our field of labour; the products of our activity must go forth from it for the
benefit of the whole earth; but the instruments of labour which we can use best
and most effectively exist in it, and we may not reject them without being unfaith-
ful to God’s purpose and diminishing our own strength. In labouring according to
true principles for our Country we are labouring for Humanity; our Country is
the fulcrum of the lever which we have to wield for the common good. If we give
up this fulcrum we run the risk of becoming useless to our Country and to
Humanity. Before associating ourselves with the Nations which compose
Humanity we must exist as a Nation. There can be no association except among
equals; and you have no recognized collective existence. . . .

A Country is not a mere territory; the particular territory is only its foundation.
The Country is the idea which rises upon that foundation; it is the sentiment of
love, the sense of fellowship which binds together all the sons of that territory. So
long as a single one of your brothers is not represented by his own vote in the
development of the national life—so long as a single one vegetates uneducated
among the educated—so long as a single one able and willing to work languishes
in poverty for want of work—you have not got a Country such as it ought to be,
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the Country of all and for all. Votes, education, work are the three main pillars of
the nation; do not rest until your hands have solidly erected them.

And when they have been erected—when you have secured for every one of you
food for both body and soul—when freely united, entwining your right hands like
brothers round a beloved mother, you advance in beautiful and holy concord
towards the development of your faculties and the fulfilment of the Italian mis-
sion—remember that the mission is the moral unity of Europe; remember the
immense duties which it imposes upon you. Italy is the only land that has twice
uttered the great word of unification to the disjoined nations. Twice Rome has
been the metropolis, the temple, of the European world; the first time when our
conquering eagles traversed the known world from end to end and prepared it for
union by introducing civilised institutions; the second time when, after the
Northern conquerors had themselves been subdued by the potency of Nature, of
great memories and of religious inspiration, the genius of Italy incarnated itself in
the Papacy1 and undertook the solemn mission—abandoned four centuries ago—
of preaching the union of souls to the peoples of the Christian world. To-day a
third mission is dawning for our Italy; as much vaster than those of old as the
Italian People, the free and united Country which you are going to found, will be
greater and more powerful than Caesars or Popes.

Source: Excerpt from The Duties of Man and Other Essays, edited by Joseph
(Giuseppe) Mazzini (London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1907), pp. 51–59.
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1. Papacy: the system of government of the Roman Catholic Church with the pope as the head



T H I N K  T H R O U G H  H I S T O R Y : ANSWER

According to Mazzini, Italy already was unified by geography and language. Mazzini
believed that with a unified country Italians would gain the power to improve their social
and economic conditions. Additionally, the people would enjoy a stronger identity and
better protection from foreign powers. Italy should aspire to its former greatness, that
of ancient Rome and the Holy Roman Empire. 
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