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1. Introduction 

 

The starting point of this paper is represented by a book titled “La Romagna” 

and written by Prof. Roberto Balzani, who is Professor of Contemporary 

History at the University of Bologna. Prof. Balzani carried out a precise 

analysis of the process of identity formation in Romagna, an area situated on 

the east side of the Italian peninsula called Emilia-Romagna. People living in 

this area perceive themselves as different from both their neighbours and the 

inhabitants of the same administrative region since their living culture and 

traditions are typical elements of that part of the region only. 

  

The diffusion of cultural elements, which can be seen as symbols or even 

myths sometimes artificially elaborated, makes people sharing them feel like 

people drawn into communities, which are „often invented and created as 

opposed to fabricated and dissimulated‟,1 or „imagined‟2 on the bases of social 

construct and culture. In Romagna, we can talk about cultural regionalism, 

whose boundaries are untraceable marks on the land, at once intangible and 

invisible, but perfectly perceived by people living within them. Here, cultural 

boundaries lie at the perceptive level, and like other types of boundaries, one 

of their dimensions is as a „marker of identity‟.3 

 

                                                 
1
 Sahlins, in Wilson and Donnan (eds) 1998: 32. 

2
 Anderson 1991. 

3
 Donnan and Wilson 1999. 
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The process of identity formation consists of a complex series of social 

processes.4 The historical approach adopted by Prof. Balzani to explain the 

process of identity formation in Romagna is accurate however I have found 

some of his suggestions challengeable from a heritage-based approach to 

identity.  In this paper, I will argue that the sense of identity goes beyond its 

artificial character, and invented traditions can be legitimised by groups as 

representative of their identity regardless of its artificial character.   

 

 

2. The case study: Romagna 

 

The present case study of Romagna represents an example where cultural 

regionalism has generated a strong sense of identity based essentially on 

some manifestations of heritage and living traditions, which distinguish 

Romagna from the rest of the region. To verify this statement, I undertook a 

short field study aimed at investigating how the identity of Romagna is 

perceived by the local community. My approach was two-fold: I started from 

the review of the literature on the history and culture of the region, focusing 

mainly on the historical analysis made by Prof. Balzani5 to gather historical 

knowledge of the process of identity formation in Romagna. Then, I tried to 

verify Balzani's statements in this area through interviews with a sample of 

Romagnolian people to see whether Balzani's conclusions could be applicable 

within the specific heritage discourse.  

 

 

3. Romagna: history to explain its identity and heritage to preserve it 

 

In his book (2001), Balzani challenges the idea of Romagna as a pure 

example of cultural regionalism by affirming that it is the result of the process 

of nationalisation extended from the centre to the periphery of Italy, and 

undertakes an historical analysis of the process of identity formation by 

arguing that the identity of Romagna is a cultural construction made by 

                                                 
4
 Preston 1997. 

5
 Balzani 2001. 
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intellectuals between the 19th and the 20th century.6 In supporting this 

statement, Balzani also remarks the distinction between the name of 

Romagna and its identity.7 The name was coined by Langobards in the 6th-7th 

century to remark geographical and territoriality constraints.8 The identity of 

Romagnolians – in its cultural definition – started only when they felt 

themselves to belong to something extending too far from the territory and 

when a cultural identity was created by intellectuals through the process of 

regional culture formation.9 

 

3.1 Historical approach to identity  

 

In accordance with Balzani‟s view, regional cultural identities were created 

mainly as an attempt to prevent the recently formed Italian nation both from 

dictating its new traditions and culture, such as language, history and patriotic 

values, and also from marginalizing local cultures. The more the new state 

tended to homologate peripheries, the more local cultures tended to become 

regional.10 This process, called „localisation of national‟11 was particularly clear 

in Romagna, where intellectuals picked up the most prominent traits of the 

rural culture, codified it to artificially create established culture and identity, 

and used printing to allow repetition of motifs for broad dissemination.  

 

Balzani‟s conclusions focus on the image of Romagna: its identity has been 

exploited since it was formed, and now crystallised mainly for tourist 

purposes, generating stereotypes which nowadays still make the 

Romagnolian people slaves of their traditions and peacefully line up with their 

evolved character.12 Ultimately, Balzani suggests overcoming the 

anthropological and cultural approximations, which have made Romagna an 

example of provincialism, in order to implement new business models capable 

                                                 
6
 Balzani 2001, 114. 

7
 Balzani and Zavoli 2003. 

8
 Rosetti, 2009 (1894). 

9
 Balzani and Zavoli 2003. 

10
 Balzani 2001. 

11
 Sahlins 1989. 

12
 Balzani 2001, 203. 
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of revisiting its image and projecting the region into a more global system.13 

 

3.2 Heritage-based approach to identity 

 

I agree with the historical reconstruction made by Balzani about culture as a 

process elaborated by intellectuals. However, I also argue that regional 

cultural identity, regardless of its artificial character, needs to be preserved as 

a manifestation of heritage and living traditions, and a heritage-based 

approach needs to be adopted to preserve its identity. 

 

My fieldwork aimed at collecting views on local identity and perceptions of 

living traditions and heritage from the Romagnolian people. One of the first 

questions I asked was whether they felt Romagnoli. The majority of 

interviewees have asserted “absolutely yes” and identified that being 

Romagnolo meant primarily being joyful, chatterbox, generous, but also 

anticlerical and too attached to politics. Being Romagnolo also means having 

a privileged relationship with the territory as represented mainly by the food. 

Interviewees also identified handcraft products, the dialect, village feasts, and 

the typical dance as symbols of Romagna:  

 

the typical language of Romagna, called Romagnolian dialect is the 
major expression of our identity. Although it is less and less spoken 
in the cities, it remains as the predominant language in the 
countryside. (middle-aged craftsman) 

 

It has emerged that Romagnolians are proud of their traditions and identity. 

They perceive their culture as an element unifying people and enforcing the 

sense of identity. They definitely do not want their traditions to be abandoned 

but preserved.  

 

Traditions must be preserved as they are the link with our roots and 
give us a sense of identity. (woman, senior archaeologist in her 
30s)  
 

Abandoning our living culture is like losing part of our personal life 

                                                 
13

 Balzani and Zavoli 2003. 
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and memories. (middle-aged woman)  
 

The final question I asked interviewees was related to the value of sites and 

monuments. I asked whether the tangible element of heritage represents their 

sense of identity. People gave a negative answer.  

 

Monuments are sons of other epochs and do not represent being 
Romagnoli today. Being Romagnoli doesn‟t depend on monuments, 
mosaics, castles, churches, but on the transmitted education. (man, 
librarian in his 30s)  
 

In our land there are many cultural monuments, sites, but I believe 
being Romagnolo is something related to the land, craft, honesty 
and genuineness of people living here. (middle-aged woman) 

 

This is an interesting aspect of the relationship between heritage and identity 

since it seems that in Romagna intangible heritage is the best tool to express 

regional identity, whereas tangible heritage seems to respond to different 

purposes, such as tourist attractions and commodification of heritage. I 

believe this aspect could open directions for further research in my thesis.  

 

 

4. Conclusions 

 

In this paper I affirmed that elements of culture can draw invisible boundaries 

and evoke a sense of belonging among people sharing traditions, language, 

folklore and food as well as monuments and landscape. Through a field study, 

I have demonstrated that being Romagnolo is linked to the land and rural 

traditions, to craftsmanship, landscape, food, language and music as well as 

to the character of people. Although the artificiality of identity declaimed by 

Prof. Balzani is at the basis of the formation of the sense of identity, it does 

not affect the importance and value of living culture for Romagnolians. 

Traditions are perceived by local community as the most representative of the 

local identity, whereas other manifestations of heritage, such as sites and 

monuments chosen for tourism, are perceived as minimally representative of 

the local identity. This is explained by the plural identities individuals have: 



http://www.rosetta.bham.ac.uk/colloquium2011/fariselli_romagna.pdf 

28 

 

national identity and a regional or local one can coexist, the latter being more 

private and subjective. I cannot disagree with Balzani's suggestions and his 

claim for a need for Romagnolians to release themselves from their 

provincialism. However, I assert that traditions and living culture, being 

expressions of identity for the Romagnolian people, should be preserved and 

transmitted to generations. I would move a step further from Balzani‟s 

conclusions by adding that any modernisations, in a heritage-based approach 

to identity, have to be undertaken on the basis of traditions and living culture, 

which clearly express the identity of the local community. The challenge is 

now how to implement strategies to preserve some manifestations of heritage, 

such as language, in the region, but this is a topic for further research. 
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