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The Local Administrative System in the Papal States:
The Case of Bologna’s Municipal Government
in the Sixteenth Century

Akiko HARADA

The purpose of this paper is to explore the political activities of Bologna’s municipal government, and
its relations with the central power of the Roman Curia in the Papal States in the sixteenth century, as
an attempt of a comparative study with the case of Rome on which I have concentrated my attention
before.

For this purpose, I consulted the records of meetings of the “Senate,” the most important office in
Bologna’s city government, which co-governed the city with the papal delegates. By analyzing these
documents, I verified that Bologna’s municipal government largely maintained its autonomy, especially
in financial and juridical matters. Moreover, I found that the political influence of the Senate became
stronger, to the detriment of other traditional offices, and Senatorial families attempted to close them-
selves off and restricted access to key civic posts to a limited number of families. However, I also affirmed
that this reinforced elite depended on election by the Pope; in this way, senators became more bound to
the Roman Curia, and the municipal government of Bologna transformed itself into a subordinate organ
integrated in the papal government.

The papacy’s supremacy was unquestionable, but the popes were not interested in occupying every
single area of power. Rather, they preferred to maintain the most solid and vast consensus of subjects,
maintaining a preferential relationship with the local oligarchy. The central state wanted to obtain the
financial resources and control of its territories, so the preferential alliances with the civic oligarchies
was useful to the popes because it permitted them to manage the areas in which they could not replace
the authority figures. By formalizing an elite class, the municipal government also obtained acknowledge-
ment as the counterparts of sovereign power, and took advantage of their situation to assert their control
of urban society. Thus, a very balanced relationship was established between the local government and
papacy, and in Bologna as well as in Rome the city’s politics were founded on the necessity of a dialectical

relationship between the popes and the local oligarchies.
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