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In his monumental treatise on the method of natural law, Christian 
Wolff (1679–1754) wrote: “Man is obliged to attain happiness and 
to avoid unhappiness, or he is obliged to make efforts to be happy, 
but he must take care of himself in order not to be unhappy.” In that 
principle one may discern not only the basis of the German thinker’s 
entire philosophical edifice, but also the theoretical foundation of 
his conception of the State. Wolff, who in his works touched upon 
virtually every domain of scientific knowledge of his time, outlined 
in particular the profile of a new “science of the State,” conceived as 
an instrument for securing the happiness of individuals. It was in 
part thanks to this reflection that a novel discipline flourished in 
German-speaking territories: Verwaltungswissenschaft, the “science 
of administration.”

A century later, its principal exponent would be Lorenz von 
Stein (1815–1890), who sought to modernise state action through 
the tools of political economy, statistics, and sociology, with the 
aim of forestalling the traumatic conflicts that industrial socie-
ty seemed destined to generate. After the victory over France in 
1870, the Prussian model of state organisation became the par-
adigm that nearly all European states endeavoured to emulate. 
As Andrea Rapini demonstrates in his volume A Social History of 
Administrative Science in Italy. Planning a State of Happiness from 
Liberalism to Fascism—published first in English and subsequently 
in an expanded Italian version, Lo Stato della felicità. Una storia so-
ciale della Scienza dell’amministrazione in Italia (1875-1935)—this 
influence was equally palpable in Italy.
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Within the still-young Italian nation-state, segments of the lib-
eral ruling class came to believe that a significant contribution to 
institutional consolidation might derive precisely from that “science 
of administration” first inaugurated by Wolff and then shaped more 
decisively by von Stein. To argue that the State, in order to confront 
the urgent “social question” and avoid being taken by surprise by 
convulsions similar to those experienced in France, required new 
analytical tools and competencies meant challenging a professional 
elite trained in the Faculties of Law, which regarded its own forma-
tion as the sole legitimate gateway to public office. In other words, 
the science of administration, by placing itself alongside traditional 
legal disciplines, threatened what Rapini aptly calls “the monopoly 
of the symbolic legitimation of the State.” For several decades, this 
foray into a domain that jurists believed they monopolised enjoyed 
modest success, and the science of administration began to take 
shape in Italy as well.

The leading proponent of the need to renew the “sciences of 
the State” by drawing on new methods of inquiry was Angelo 
Messedaglia, who held that such tools were indispensable for con-
fronting an increasingly pressing social question. Following similar 
intuitions, Ruggiero Bonghi, as Minister of Public Instruction, is-
sued a regulation in 1875 establishing a juridical-administrative cur-
riculum within the Faculties of Law, which included both Statistics 
and Administrative Science. The innovation proved short-lived, 
however, and it would ultimately fall to the Fascist regime to create 
new Faculties of Political Science—without, however, eliminating 
the deep-rooted mistrust, if not outright hostility, of a substantial 
portion of the jurists.

As Rapini convincingly shows, administrative science—an ec-
lectic disciplinary container encompassing elements of political 
economy, statistics, sociology, and the broader social sciences—was 
not perceived merely as a corporative threat by those who believed 
that legal science represented the principal, if not exclusive, instru-
ment for the governance of society. At the heart of the conflict lay 
a different conception of the State itself. For the “national juridi-
cal school,” whose foremost representative was Vittorio Emanuele 
Orlando, the State, insofar as it was a persona, had to be conceived as 
a unitary subject, sharply distinct from society and from all “private” 
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organisations (including political parties). Conversely, the scholars 
of administrative science tended to regard the State as an instrument 
at society’s service, designed to address the problems generated by in-
dustrialisation. Giovanni Vacchelli, for instance, insisted on placing 
the “sociological fact”—that is, the social foundations upon which 
institutions rested—at the centre of analysis, and maintained that 
the democratic State ought not merely preserve existing social equi-
libria but seek to attain the “greatest possible well-being of society.”

The clash between these two visions—reconstructed by Rapini 
also through an insightful analysis of university competitions—pro-
duced, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a first, 
tentative institutionalisation of the discipline. After 1915, however, 
the trend reversed, culminating in the abolition of administrative 
science courses with the 1935 university reform. A notable excep-
tion was the Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, which, from its 
founding, had established a Faculty of Social Sciences and which, 
in stark contrast to developments elsewhere, maintained sustained 
attention to the discipline, thanks in part to Vacchelli and to Romeo 
Vuoli, long-time lecturer at Father Gemelli’s university. This was 
no coincidence: the “political sciences” cultivated at the Cattolica, 
while recognising the State’s fundamental role, were grounded in 
the primacy of society and its myriad associative expressions. The 
State, rather than being conceived as a persona, was understood as 
an instrument requiring continual updating through new forms of 
knowledge to address the social question.

As Sabino Cassese observes in the introductory pages:

This book is not only the story of a discipline that established itself, 
developed and disappeared in the space of 60 years, but is also a 
gallery of portraits, sketched with great wisdom, at the centre of 
which is that of Luigi Rava, who became a fascist, while later Sergio 
Panunzio, although a critic of “juridical melancholies”, would turn 
towards corporate law rather than the administrative science. The 
result of intense work in libraries and archives around Northern 
Italy, this book is written with a taste not only for grand synthesis, 
but also for meticulous prosopographic analyses and excavations 
into the events of legal culture. It is also a chapter in the history of the 
welfare state, in which social legislation, the organisation of culture, 
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educational systems, university posts, magazines, industrialisation 
and the social question are intertwined (Rapini, 2022: 7).

Rapini’s volume thus stands as a highly valuable instrument for inter-
preting the development of political science in Italy, the intricate set 
of political-cultural obstacles that its institutionalisation was com-
pelled to overcome, and the profound impact of the North American 
model after 1945. After its near disappearance from Italian univer-
sity curricula, administrative science re-emerged only in the after-
math of the Second World War. This time, however, the model was 
no longer the “science of happiness” elaborated by Wolff and von 
Stein, but rather American “political science”. The substantial U.S. 
investments aimed at forging durable cultural ties and intellectual 
exchanges with European milieus also shaped the social and human 
sciences: the theoretical and disciplinary paradigms developed in the 
United States became, more or less explicitly, the standard to which 
European scholars were expected to conform. The “new” administra-
tive science thus bore little resemblance to that inaugurated by von 
Stein and was oriented far more toward the analysis of state institu-
tions and their functioning than toward the study of society itself.
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