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Over the last two decades historians have questioned the idea that the Italian Risorgimento was a process confined to the social and intellectual elites. Approaching the history of Italy through the concepts and methods borrowed from social and cultural history, scholars claim that the Italian revolutions of the XIX century affected the lives of a far greater number of soon-to-be Italians than traditional liberal and Marxist narratives have assumed.  In this framework, this paper seeks to explore one of the neglected aspects of the 1848 revolution in Naples: the public discourse on the political corruption.  
The analysis of the public debate on corruption can be helpful  to understand the ways in which the Neapolitan revolution was able to involve different groups of citizens. In my previous studies on the Neapolitan revolution of 1848,  I have argued that the corruption of the civil servants was one of the key arguments of public debate. Moreover, propaganda against corruption was able to mobilize a wide range of seemingly irreconcilable social groups. At this step, my investigation focuses on  the study of the language of corruption, meaning both the set of terms used by the actors to communicate to each other, and the set of symbols and signs that reflected the deeper popular culture. My aim is to demonstrate that people were involved in the debate on corruption because they could approach it using means of communications, symbols and literary genres with which they were already familiar and which belonged to the  social and ordinary life of the capital of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. In the second place, the focus on corruption helps us to explore the making of the different political identities – moderates, radicals, reactionaries and so on- during the Risorgimento by shifting the analysis from the ideologies to one of the concrete sectors of government intervention.

The popular imaginary of corruption. Political biographies, anecdotes, gossip and satire

After the promulgation of the Constitution, on 29th January 1848,  the debate on corruption involved a wide public thanks to the Constitution’s declaration of freedom of expression, assembly and association. My investigation mainly concerns the broadsides and the ephemera preserved in National Library of Naples, together with the  journal “L’Arclecchino”, one of the most famous satirical journals in Italy at the time. On the 400 printed papers preserved in the National Library, almost 150 dealt with institutional figures, public functionaries and civil servants deemed corrupted. In these papers  it is very common to find biographical accounts of corrupt men. Biographies listed the briberies and abuses committed by the subject of the attack during the course of his life. These were powerful instruments of delegitimation, as they mixed professional or political aspects with details regarding the private life of the targets. Authors tended to stress the character‘s low class origin,  made remarks on his want of talent and knowledge, and encouraged readers to believe that the successes and the wealth he had achieved was through underhand means. Moreover, the emphasis was frequently on the character’s close relationship to the sovereign and his complicity with abuses perpetrated by the court. Such tales and anecdotes were common means to undermine the credibility of politicians, functionaries and civil servants and had wide popularity during the revolution (and before 1848). They were transmitted by word on mouth and by broadsides, squibs and journal articles, even though people and also  authoritative journals  might know they were not totally true. This stories had a pattern: the beginning, the main storyline, in which the corrupted man and the victim of his abuses are identified and linked, and the conclusion, which was invariably dramatic for the victim of the abuses. The most popular tale circulating during the revolution regarded the Society of Jesus. The tale was narrated for the first time by Vincenzo Gioberti, patriot, political thinker and supporter of the unification of Italy, in his book “The modern Jesuit”, published in 1846. According to Gioberti, in the first ’40 the members of the Society in Naples entered into a very close friendship with a scandalous  woman and her life partner, the marques Mascaro, a Neapolitan nobleman well known in the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies as a usurer. The couple was much affected by the friendship of the Jesuits, so much so that the woman changed to a more quiet and sober life. The Jesuits tried all  means available to take advantage of the powerful influence they had on the woman, so that when the marquis dead, they came into possession of half of the patrimony. After some time, the widow Mascaro was mysteriously found dead and the marquis Mascaro’s only son was ordained in the Jesuits. The story, very soon known as “the tale of the widow Mascaro”, circulated easily in the years before the revolution. In 1847, in the manifesto of the liberal movement in Southern Italy, the pamphlet “The protest of the people of the Two Sicilies”, the author Luigi Settembrini reported the tale in a chapter dedicated to the Jesuits. In March 1848, some days before the Jesuits were expelled from Naples after a demonstration of protest against them, the tale of the widow Mascaro was mentioned in a set of broadsides directed against the Society. Basically, liberals thought that the Jesuits were one of the major obstacles to liberal reforms, because of their  influence on culture and education in the absolutist Italian states, included the Kingdom of Two Sicilies. So, liberals used stories of private abuses and corruption to undermine their public credibility.  There were of course other scandalous stories circulating in the Kingdom on a wide range of political and institutional figures. To give only one example, in the same “Protest of the Reign of Two Sicilies” , Luigi Settembrini narrated that the  police minister Francesco Saverio del Carretto almost crushed under the wheels of his carriage a young woman who was imploring him for work and bread. This story was rapidly mentioned in more than one of the broadsides against the King’s ministers during the revolution. In April 1848 In April 1848, a leaflet circulated against the functionary of the public administration Giacomo Rivellini, in which his aunt, Cristina Rivellini, challenged the decision of the minister of justice to promote him. The aim was to demonstrate that her nephew was corrupted and dishonoured. She argued that he had illegally come into possession of her heredity estate after the death of her husband. Surprisingly, the tale was very similar to the much more known tale of the widow Mascaro. 
After the functionary of the administration of justice Giacomo Rivellini was promoted to a higher position, a leaflet circulated in Naples which tried to persuade the minister of justice and the readers that Rivellini didn’t deserve his new position. Formally the author of the paper was Cristina Rivellini, Giacomo Rivellini’s aunt. In order to challenge the minister’s decision, the supposed “aunt Cristina” didn’t mention Giacomo Rivellini’s incompetence or abuses committed on job, but denounced him because, after the death of her husband,  Giacomo misappropriated her legitimate inheritance. The story was similar to the Mascaro story because it proposes the stereotyped imagine of  the widow, left alone, without protection, and tricked out of her money.
The study of such biographies and of the circulation of the tales is useful in exploring the popular approach towards corruption. The perception of corruption clearly implied not only irregular public conduct but also poor conduct in private life, betraying selfishness, inhumanity and arrogance, suggesting that people were drawn to the public discourse on corruption because it deeply affected their intimate feelings. At the same time, people didn’t need to have a specific knowledge about the reform of the administration nor did they need to invoke intellectual references, because they were able to talk about corruption using popular idioms and models: tales, rumours, gossip, and  even biography, with the genre of religious biographies being a feature of everyday life in the catholic world.

Satire was also a very common means to shame corrupt men. In the case of the satirical publishing and leaflets, most satire was directed to ridicule the members of the past government or those linked to the absolutist regime. Papers focused on the confessor  of Ferdinand II, Monsignor Celestino Cocle, on the last police minister Francesco Saverio del Carretto, and on the last  minister of interior, Nicola Santangelo, and minister of finances, Ferdinando Ferri. The technique and the devices used by the Neapolitan satire were not so different from those employed in other European contexts. The names of ministers were mangled with the intention of poking fun at them, while avoiding direct claims. They might be portrayed as the protagonists of surreal situations, in which their abuses were amplified and issued in extreme consequences. For example,  the leaflet “Regrets and confessions of Francesco Saverio” reports a surreal dialogue between the past minister of the Police, thrown in a deep spiritual crisis, and his confessor. In the leaflet “Monsignor Celestino to Morbillo and Campobasso”, the past confessor of Ferdinand II now exiled in Malta was imagined writing a letter to Police inspectors to organize a counter revolution in Naples. In the case of the satirical journal “L’Arlecchino”, the satire didn’t attack specific political figures or institutional personalities,  but  pointed the finger against all social and political behaviour induced by cupidity and desire of power. It  suggested that, despite revolutionary hopes for social and moral regeneration, the liberal regime had not really affected people’s disregard for common good. This disillusion is epitomised in one of the pictures published in June (see the picture attached) . The picture portrayed a series of characters that were emblematic of  the different political positions emerged during the revolution. Observing the first two characters, respectively the “liberal”, and the “realist”, it is clear that the journal thought that the revolution couldn’t change politicians’ attitudes to bribery and profligracy, and that realists had only the paradoxical power of not doing what was largely permitted to the presumed “liberals”. Significantly,  the realist was portrayed in the act of contemplating a closed box of money- a metaphor for public finance -, while the liberal man, pictured close to an open bag on the floor, had free access to it.

Both through the papers and the journal “l’Arlecchino”, Neapolitan satire pursued the aim of influencing citizens’ opinions. In this sense, the papers focusing on past ministers and not on liberal ones suggested that corruption mainly belonged to past  absolutist regime. Doing this, the satire served an important but limited educative function towards the population,  very common also in other kind of popular print papers circulating at that time, like the constitutional catechisms. In the case of “l’Arlecchino”, its disillusioned attitude towards politicians and the society of the Kingdom of two Sicilies sought to persuade the liberal movement in Naples  to mobilize not  only in favor of the reforms in the Reign, but in favor of the national revolution, the struggle for the independence and the unification of Italy. 


Political currents and corruption

During  1848, radical and the progressive currents proved to be the most interesting currents in the debate on corruption.

The debate on the corruption of the public functionaries and the civil servants helped the radical movement to define its ideological and cultural identity. In the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies, from the early ’30 to 1848, the democratic fringe had retained profound links to classical republican theory, inheriting from it the concept of corruption. As Benedetto Musolino, one of the leaders of the movement, had written in one of his manuscript in 1830, the republics in Sparta and Athens did not disappear because of the dictatorship; on the contrary, they were aroused from inside by the increasing corruption among the ruling classes and the population. In substance, Musolino thought that “virtue”, understood as the liberation from ignorance, selfishness and superstition, should be the predominant criteria to which both politicians and common people should inspire their conduct in public life. In 1833, when he founded the neo-carbonarian secret society “I figliuoli della Giovine italia”, he transfused this moral ideal into the catechism and the material organization of the sect. Nevertheless, the rules of the sect held that the ultimate goal of the conspiracy should be “radical social reform” or the “overthrowing of the economical and political inequalities among the individuals”. In addition, the society was hierarchically articulated, and its members could ascend to the highest levels not only in reason of their expertise as conspirators, but even because they had reached a deeper spiritual knowledge. During the 1848 revolution, the radicals’ conception of corruption was not only influenced by this classical republican vision. Radicals started to think that politicians and functionaries should be considered as corrupt not only when they committed abuses, but if they were inefficient or incompetent, or even if they had demonstrated sympathies for the absolutists regime. At the same time, they started to think that, especially for the vital changes, the liberal inclination of the candidates should be  rewarded. The strong political criteria of selection and promotion were strengthened - and at the same time reflected- the process of consolidation of the imaginary Neapolitan “Patria” or “Nation”. The Neapolitan “Patria” or “Nation” was the a radical imagining of a community that linked all the activists of the Neapolitan revolutions from 1799 to the 1847, giving a particular prominence to the exiles,  the soldiers and the volunteers who had fought to defend the liberal cause, and those who had suffered the Bourbon repressions.
As argued in my past research, since the crisis of this first constitutional Government and especially after its settlement on 1th March, radicals had reached a consensus with various liberal currents, in part through the propaganda against the public officials and in favour  of the reform of the public sector staff. The propaganda was especially performed through the  journal Vecchio Mondo  e Nuovo Mondo (Old World and New World), which denounced reactionary and corrupt officials in 304 on 557 articles from 1st March to 14th May. The campaign against public functionaries and layabouts enlisted the sympathy of those groups aspiring to reform the government. In addition, it involved the enlisted soldiers of the National Guard, as they linkeded their revolt against the city officers to the Democrats struggle against corrupt officials and layabouts. Thanks to the radical propaganda, students got the opportunity to revolt against their seniors and adopted radical political tones, even if these conflicts were sometimes of an entirely different nature. For example, they might involve  internal quarrels between seniors and juniors or generational conflicts. Finally, it has to be underlined that even the moderate Liberals in Basilicata, led by the lawyer Vincenzo D'Errico, underlined their alliance with the democratic Committee in Naples, rather than  joining other groups of moderate Liberals who were unhappy with the Government, creating an autonomous force. In a letter sent by D'Errico to the radical leader Casimiro De Lieto, he demonstrated his insistence on public sector reform and  his dissatisfaction with the liberal ministry of justice, Cesidio Bonanni, who should have promoted those liberal judges that had been persecuted by the former absolutist government.

The progressistes,  or, as they were called at the time, “the advanced liberals” were the second political current that animated the public debate on corruption. This current emerged in 1846, when the brothers Silvio and Bertrando Spaventa founded a private school of philosophy in Naples. In 1848, Silvio Spaventa became one of the leading figures of the group and founded the journal “Il Nazionale”, which was considered their official journal. The progressistes political program was intermediate between the democratic and the liberal-moderates’ one. In fact, as radicals, they supported the campaign for the abolition of the Senate or a restriction of its prerogatives, together with the extension of the suffrage to a wider population. As with many liberals, they also attacked the misuse of economic liberalization to boost the competitiveness of the Reign, while being against popular demonstrations and expressions of the popular dissent not mediated by the representative institutions on the whole. During the months of March and April Silvio and Bertando Spaventa oulined the ideas for which the Neapolitan progressistes are mostly known in the history of the political thought. Their main idea was that the Neapolitan revolution would fulfill its goals by struggling for the national independence and eventually the unification of Italy, and not, as  the democratic group believed, by struggling for the democratization of the  Kingdom of Two Sicilies.  The rise and the consolidation of this theoretical basis for the group was closely linked to Neapolitan public debate of the time, in particular to the public debate on political corruption. “Il Nazionale” is an interesting starting point to identify the connections in the debate on corruption, the way in which the progressistes conceptualized  the problem and the attitude they assumed towards the revolution inside the Reign. Unlike the radicals, the progressistes begun to reflect on corruption on the basis of the fall of the monarchy and the rise of Republic in France. In the Journal “Il Nazionale” of the 6 March and 7 March, it was argued that the Constitution couldn’t guarantee the achievement of a democratic regime. According to the journal, the corruption which had invaded the institutions under the July monarchy, and that was demonstrated by the Odillon Barrot act of accusation against Guizot’s executive, showed how a formal liberal regime could coexist in practice with the systematic violation of the individual rights due to corruption. After these first articles in March, “Il Nazionale”  got interested in the debate on the corruption and the reform of the public sector staff. The progressistes supported the radical campaign in favor of the complete elimination of the civil servants deemed  corrupt, layabouts  and incompetent. As with the radicals, they started to think that politicians and functionaries should be considered as corrupt not only when they committed abuses or if they were inefficient or incompetent, but simply for having  demonstrated sympathies for the absolutists regime. At the same time, they start to think that , especially for the most vital charges, the liberal inclination of the candidates should be  awarded. At this point , it is evident that the more they realized that the Neapolitan administration was massively infiltrated by functionaries using bribery, perpetuating abuses, and linked to the past regime, the more they saw the Neapolitan revolution as a very limited process of transformation. The article in favor of the national, in the sense of the Italian revolution, of the 22 April, implicitly connected corruption in the Kingdom with the necessity to move the political struggle beyond the Kingdom. In fact the journal, talking about the Neapolitan politics and what it was defined as corruption, argued “Under our eyes we have an affair of private interests, private goals, a monstrous collection of  voracious passions which threaten to devour our society.” In response they called for  mobilization in favor of independence of Italy,“ to realize a real collective revolutionary movement and not an individual one”.  
The conservatives and the reactionaries approach towards corruption emerged after the revolution and can be found predominantly in the private letters to Ferdinand II and in the edited memoires on the revolution. Contrary to the liberals , the intellectuals who had opposed the revolution saw the revolution itself was the main source of corruption. In one of his letters to Ferdinand II, the abbey Terenzio Sacchi wrote that the revolutions of the XIX century were basically animated by the worst human passions, including ambition, avidity and individualism. Similarly, the magistrate of the Supreme court   of justice in Naples Pietro Calà Ulloa, in his book on the 1848 revolution published in 1854, stressed that revolutionaries had been animated by the aspiration of social betterment. Following the same direction, the  reactonary writer Giacinto De Sivo, in Storia del Regno delle Due Sicilie published in 1861, wrote that the corruption in the Bourbon administration was due to the administrative centralization introduced under the Napoleonic domination.

Conclusive considerations  

During the 1848 revolution, the problem of corruption emerged as one of the key arguments in public debate. Between February and May, the debate on corruption and on the reform of the public sector personnel  involved radical, progressive and moderate factions within a broad liberal front. After the political repression of 15th May, even the conservatives begun to express their point of view on the theme. Radicals  thought that corruption was intrinsically connected to the absolutist regime in itself. Consequently they attacked the members of the Bourbon courts and the civil servants, while carefully excluding the King from their accusations. On the contrary, conservatives thought that corruption was inherent to the liberal political regime and was  a natural consequence of the “Progress”. In addition, progressives saw corruption as intrinsic to the Kingdom of Two Sicilies and not particularly tied to the absolutist regime. The public debate on corruption helped political currents to define themselves on a cultural and theoretical point of view. In particular, it encouraged radicals to develop the concept of the Neapolitan “patria” or “nation”. Moreover, it helped progressives to strength their conviction that the Neapolitan revolutionaries shouldn’t merely aim to install a liberal regime in the Reign, but should pursue a war of independence for the unification of Italy.  The debate on corruption was involve a wide range of seemingly irreconcilable social groups and people who were excluded from the main public debates on foreign and interior matters, joined the attacks on public layabouts, drawing on a range of resources from popular tradition/culture.

It is useful to consider at this point if the public debate on corruption resulted in a more effective political mobilization including demonstrations, mass petitions and the agitation that allowed the revolutionaries to influence government policies. In reality, only the radicals among the liberal currents were interested in publicizing the issue of public sector reform, especially through the journal “Mondo Vecchio e Mondo Nuovo”.  Notwithstanding this, democratic propaganda reached a broader audience  not only because of their strategy, but because the radical discourse and the popular discourse on corruption shared surprising similarities. Both used personal attacks on employees and officials whom they wanted to get dismissed from office; the victim of the attack was called by his real name or a nickname which allow the audience to easily identify him; moreover, the details of his private life were revealed and lampooned through biting satire. Of course, this common aspect had different reason for one  of each actors. In the case of the radicals, personal attack derived from the classical republican view of politics, according to which the “public” was the prominent aspect of the human existence and the political personalities should have been consecrated their personal life to the public wealth. In case of the popular perspective, in contrast, personal attacks were the only way to engage with the politics.

