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Abstract This article aims to analyze the relationship between judicial activism against
political corruption and electoral accountability. The judiciary plays a pivotal role in
enforcing anti-corruption legislation, and, in many countries, courts have moved closer
and closer towards that kind of working. In the article, we analyze the conditions under
which a judicial prosecution of corrupt practices can also lead to electoral punishment of
political misconducts by voters, or to a failure of accountability mechanisms. The latter
outcome is more likely to occur if judicial activism is politicized. The “politicization’ of
anti-corruption initiatives is here defined as an increase in the polarization of opinions,
interests, or values about judicial investigations and the extent to which this polarization is
strategically advanced towards the political debate by parties, political leaders, and media.
By crystallizing a new dimension of political conflict, political actors can negatively affect
electoral accountability, diminishing the risk of electoral punishment. We study this
phenomenon by analyzing the case of Italy, a country which has experienced high levels
of politicization of anti-corruption. However, whether and to what extent anti-corruption
policies can be politicized is a question open for many other countries that can take a
similar path.

Introduction

In the last decades in Italy, two factors which rarely coexist in the same country at the same
time have found a unique balance: a developed liberal-democratic state with an effective rule
of law, i.e. an independent judicial power, seems in fact to bear levels of corruption higher
than those perceived in several developing countries.' This means that corruption has
episodically received in Italy an unparalleled public exposure due to the judicial inquiries

' According to Transparency International's corruption perception index, for instance, in 2012 Italy has a
lower score—i.e. higher corruption—than Ghana, Lesotho, Namibia, Jordan, Cuba, and Rwanda.
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