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Executive Summary
In 1865, in the middle of the tumultuous Italian unification process, a word of Arabic roots reached the ears of the Italian rulers for the first time ever: maffia. The (misspelled) name of one of the most infamous crime syndicates in history appeared in a secret report written by the prefect of Palermo, Filippo Gualterio, to inform the Italian Minister of the Interior of the alarming presence of a criminal association siding with whoever was opposing the recently formed government back then (Riall, 1998; Dickie, 2004). In this work I argue that Gualterio's letter represented a clear signal about a phenomenon of paramount importance characterising Sicily in that period: the emergence of the Sicilian mafia. In addition, I empirically motivate the early rise of the mafia in Sicily with the mafia's ability to gain the approval of large sections of the Sicilian population being strongly dissatisfied with the newly born central government.
The widespread discontent with the political authorities became evident in Sicily just a few years before Gualterio's report. With the Italian rulers already striving to hold the country together, a key episode deeply compromised the trust in government among the Sicilian population: a repressive military campaign ordered by the central government in 1863 to curb massive draft evasion, soon after the introduction of military conscription in Sicily (deemed as a promising nation builder by the government). This campaign left significant residues of resentment toward the central government in the Sicilian population and, in turn, helped the mafia gain a broad social consensus. Using a novel and unique dataset containing municipality-level data on repression episodes, I exploit spatial heterogeneity in exposure to military repression in 1863 to show that the Sicilian mafia developed more in municipalities in which the local resentment against the central government was deeper.
While speaking to several strands of literature (not fully reviewed here for the sake of brevity), this paper primarily relates to the research on the origins of organised crime, with a special focus on the Sicilian mafia's case. A number of studies have highlighted specific features of nineteenth-century Sicily that may have helped the Sicilian mafia emerge, such as the high land fragmentation (Bandiera, 2003), the profitability of citrus production (Dimico et al., 2017) and sulphur extraction (Buonanno et al., 2015), or the extremely harsh working conditions of the island's peasants and their consequent revolts (Acemoglu et al., 2020). All these factors, they claim, generated a demand for private protection that was promptly met by the mafia, given the weak institutional context in place in Sicily at that time. However, none of these papers looks at the active role played by the Italian government in (unintentionally) favouring the early development of the Sicilian mafia, at a critical juncture in the Italian history, i.e. Italy's unification. To the best of my knowledge, this is the first paper to document that the Sicilian mafia initially rose as a result of lack of state legitimacy, owing to a nation building policy – military conscription – `turning bad’ during a crucial process of institutional change.
The baseline findings of this study suggest the existence of a positive and statistically significant relationship between government repression and mafia presence across the island, which is robust to the inclusion of a rich set of control variables and to different estimation techniques[footnoteRef:1]. In a preliminary mechanism analysis, I also find that repression-hit towns experienced on average a lower trust in institutions in the short term, as measured by electoral turnout in 1867, compared to non-repressed towns. The total evidence gathered so far is indicative of the possibility that municipalities characterised by a stronger resentment against the central government were more likely to house the mafia in nineteenth-century Sicily.  [1:  More precisely, I have tested the robustness of these findings by estimating propensity matching, geographical matching, conditional logit, and neighbour-pair fixed effects regression models, all delivering very similar results.] 

That being said, it is not yet possible to empirically document a clearly identifiable causal effect of the 1863 repression campaign on the emergence of the Sicilian mafia soon after. Despite the accurate set of confounders included in the analysis so far, the estimated impact of government repression on mafia presence may still be subject to reverse causality bias, as the itinerary of the army was probably not exogenous. The most likely hypothesis is that the troops may have targeted towns particularly vulnerable to the mafia, where mafiosi had persuaded many youngsters to evade the draft and turn into bandits (Alongi, 1886, p. 29). This would lead to an upward bias in the coefficient of interest  included in the baseline linear probability model, which would be minimised by using an Instrumental Variable (IV) strategy (whose definition is currently under way).
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