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A Very Short Introduction to the Historical Studies on Modern
Italian Protestants

SHIRAKAWA Taro

This article aims at reviewing the main research trends on the History
of Protestants in modern Italy and at presenting the current issues and
future prospects. The period covered here roughly coincides with the “Long
Nineteenth Century,” from the revolutionary movements of the 1790s to the
First World War. Geographically, the article will focus on the Italian peninsula
and its surrounding islands, but it also covers areas not included in the current
State of Italy, as well as the activities of exiles and emigrants. The first chapter
discusses the topos of “mancata riforma” (absence and fail of the Reformation)
widely diffused in the 19th and early 20th centuries and examined its impact
on Italy’s national historiographies. Chapter 2 analyses the works of the
historian Giorgio Spini, who established not only the historiographical but
also institutional basis for the study of modern Italian protestants. Spini, as a
crocean liberalist and Methodist lay preacher, identified the Risorgimento with
the development of ethical liberty both in individuals and in the nation and
placed strong emphasis on the external influence from protestant countries on
the peninsula. In Chapter 3, the focus turns to the historiography of the Alpine
Waldensian, which has developed its own historical school and points out that
from the second decade of the 21st century the new theory of “Risorgimento
Nationalism” has transformed their interpretation of the history of Modern
Italian protestants. Chapter 4 presents the basic literature and research trends on
three of the major historiographical themes of the subject: “Triennio giacobino/
repubblicano” (Three years of Jacobinism/ Republics), the Waldensians during
the Restoration, and studies on the internal mission and the emigration. In the
final section, I will suggest the four remaining tasks to be explored by further
research: the activities of Protestant intellectuals in the liberal era (1861-1922),
the process of the penetration and operation of the modern categories (such as
“Nazione,” “Ttalia”) into Waldensian discourses and practices, the research of
the “conservative” majority of Waldensians, and the breakthrough of national
history through the recovery of an international perspective.

88



