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Definitions of political corruption,  
and why study corruption

Introduction

On 23 June 2016, British citizens voted by 51.9% to 48.1% to leave 
the European Union (EU), in a referendum whose outcome was widely 
dubbed as a sort of ‘peasants’ revolt’. Against the advice of most of 
the political establishment, business leaders and expert economists, 
17,410,742 people, a significant proportion of them living in deprived 
circumstances, produced an outcome widely thought to reflect anger at 
austerity, a sense of political impotence and frustration with mainstream 
politics.

This sense of frustration has been on the rise since at least the begin-
ning of the 1990s and can be seen – and not just in the UK – in declining 
election turnouts, falling party memberships and a growing reluctance 
to engage in conventional politics in other ways, such as attending 
political meetings.1 It is not that people are less interested in politics – 
participation in the less conventional forms of political engagement has 
in many cases grown over the same period – but that they have expe-
rienced a growing dislike of politics. Of course, widespread negative 
feelings towards politics are not new and there are a number of reasons 
why they have become more pervasive. One reason has been a growing 
distrust of politicians, and, to judge from opinion polls, the proportions 
of people trusting them are indeed small. As the results of a poll by 
Ipsos-MORI in June 2011 suggested:

Nearly nine in ten (88%) adults across the United Kingdom say they trust 
doctors to tell the truth, … making doctors the most trusted profession 
measured. Politicians, however, remain the least trusted profession meas-
ured, with just one in seven people (14%) saying they trust politicians 
in general to tell the truth; just one person in six, 17%, say they trust 
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 government ministers. To make matters worse for politicians at all levels, 
more people say they trust journalists (19%) and bankers (29%) than 
 politicians. (Ipsos-MORI, 2011)

There are several reasons for these low and declining levels of trust. 
But there can be little doubt that one of the main reasons has to do 
with the widespread perception that too many politicians are too often 
found to be engaged in corruption and other forms of wrong-doing. 
Sometimes these perceptions appear to be mistaken. For example, it is 
probably not true – as some respondents to a survey in 2004 for the 
Committee on Standards in Public Life apparently believed – that ‘all 
or most’ MPs take bribes. But the fact that significant proportions of 
the public believe such things means that corruption today is an impor-
tant political issue: undermining public confidence in the honesty and 
impartiality of public officials, it threatens to undermine democracy 
itself. As Herbert Morrison put it as long ago as 1947, ‘There can be no 
greater threat to the permanence of our democracy and our democratic 
liberties than that the public should get it into their heads that national 
or local government is irregular, subject to improper influences or even 
corruption and bribery.’2 The growing support for far-right, populist, 
anti-political parties, politicians and causes in a number of Western 
polities could be taken as evidence of the contemporary relevance of 
Morrison’s warning.

With that in mind, we begin by considering what political corrup-
tion is or might be, for the study of anything requires that we have a 
clear understanding of its nature. We then discuss the different types of 
 corruption and say something about why their study might be important.

What is corruption?

To understand what political corruption is, we must first understand 
the meaning of the word ‘corruption’. Dictionaries define it as a form of 
decay or adulteration. For instance, Webster’s New Collegiate Dictionary 
(1953) offers three definitions of the verb ‘to corrupt’: (1) ‘to make putrid; 
to taint’; (2) ‘to change from good to bad; to debase’; (3) ‘to draw aside 
from rectitude and duty, to pervert’. The first definition refers to both 
decay and adulteration in a physical sense – since ‘putrid’ means ‘rotten’, 
while ‘to taint’ means ‘to pollute’ or ‘to contaminate’; the second can refer 
to the debasement of currency and precious metals; the third definition 
clearly refers to a process of moral adulteration, because ‘rectitude’ and 
‘duty’ are moral terms: we use them when we want to express judgements 
about what we think ought or ought not to be the case.
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Definitions of the term ‘political corruption’ have been heavily influ-
enced by the meanings of corruption that fall into the moral category, 
as we shall see; and they have in common the idea that corruption is 
something that involves the adulteration of public interests by private 
interests, or a transgression of the rule that what is public and what is 
private should be kept rigidly separate. In one respect this idea is as old 
as humanity itself, for human beings have always attempted to under-
stand the world by placing the things into different categories, which 
in itself reflects beliefs about what should rightly be kept apart. Mary 
Douglas (1966) uses this idea to explain why, in the Old Testament book 
of Leviticus, some animals are considered clean and others unclean, as 
Peter Bratsis (2003: 20) notes:

The animals that are true to life in the sky are birds; they have feathers and 
two feet and they fly. All birds that do not fly are unclean since they defy 
these principles, as do all things that fly but are not birds. The animals true 
to life in the water are fish with scales and fins; all creatures in the water 
that do not have these characteristics are unclean. Animals that roam the 
earth are four-footed and move by walking, jumping or hopping. Animals 
that seem to have two feet and two hands, like crocodiles, mice and 
weasels, are unclean. All creatures that swarm are unclean since that mode 
of propulsion is proper to neither sky, nor land, nor water. Thus worms, 
snakes and the like are unclean.

The idea of uncleanliness, then, serves to keep things in their proper 
place: shoes off the dining table, food off clothes, cooking utensils 
out of the bedroom and so on. And the idea of political corruption 
serves a similar purpose – in this case to keep private-regarding con-
siderations from affecting the behaviour of people in their capacities as 
 representatives or officials of the public.

The notion of political corruption is a relatively modern one, since the 
public/private distinction has become firmly established in politics only 
since the end of feudalism and the rise of industrial capitalism. It is true 
that the term ‘corruption’ was used before this, but it tended to refer to 
a process of decay rather than of adulteration – as in the idea of cor-
ruption of morals or in the quality of a regime, for example. It was only 
later that the notion of adulteration, and specifically the adulteration of 
public by private, tended to figure – and it is easy to see why.

In the feudal era, everything belonged to the king, who secured his 
position by granting leasehold (time-limited) or freehold (indefinite, her-
itable) rights to use land in exchange for oaths of loyalty and material 
assistance from his vassals. Over time, vassals were able to exploit this 
need for assistance and put an end to the arbitrariness of royal powers 
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by establishing the rule-of-law principle, beginning, in the British case, 
with Magna Carta in 1215. As the principle became ever more firmly 
entrenched, so too did its concomitant, that the king and his representa-
tives ruled with their subjects’ consent. Thanks to this notion, by the 
eighteenth century it had become more or less a matter of consensus that 
while ‘the state [had to] have a monopoly of coercive power to provide 
a secure basis upon which “free trade”, business and family life [could] 
prosper, its coercive and regulatory capability [had to] be contained so 
that its agents [did] not interfere with the … freedoms of individual citi-
zens’ (Held, 1996: 75). In other words, individuals were to be conceived 
of as inhabiting a private sphere independent of the state; within this 
sphere they were to be left free to pursue their own interests, without 
state interference.

The separation of public and private became even more firmly 
entrenched with the spread of industrialisation in the late eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries, when a type of society emerged whose man-
agement was an altogether more complex affair than that of the rural 
societies of earlier times. This society required legislation in vast quanti-
ties covering everything from the regulation of factories and transport 
to public health, education and more besides. Crucially, if this legislation 
was to be successfully implemented and to achieve the compliance of 
those whose behaviour it aimed to address, then it had to embody the 
fundamental principles of universalism and equality, and to be seen to 
have been passed in accordance with the principle that rules apply with 
the same force to everyone, regardless of their economic or any other 
circumstances. Otherwise, at a time when older forms of authority (the 
traditional and charismatic forms identified by Max Weber) were losing 
their force, they would have lacked legitimacy. A necessary prerequisite 
was the development of rules that would outlaw the pursuit of public 
office for private gain, prevent conflicts of interest and criminalise 
bribery and extortion. Such rules, by banning or rendering difficult the 
behaviour that today is commonly referred to as corrupt, would guar-
antee universalism and equality, and so ensure the more widespread and 
rigid application of the rule of separation of public and private.

Thus, in 1809 the buying and selling of public office was prohibited, as 
was the offering of public offices in order to secure a seat in Parliament. 
The 1832 Reform Act reduced the number of nomination boroughs 
under the control of members of the aristocracy and introduced a 
uniform franchise, as well as voter registration. The 1835 Municipal 
Corporations Act introduced a uniform system of municipalities that 
were to be elected by resident ratepayers and were under an obliga-
tion to publish financial accounts liable to audit. In 1854, the Corrupt 
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Practices Act began the process, later continued by the 1872 Ballot Act 
and the 1883 Corrupt and Illegal Practices Act, of stamping out bribery 
in elections by obliging candidates to publish their expenses and file 
them with an auditor. Also in 1854, the Northcote-Trevelyan Report rec-
ommended that recruitment to the civil service should be by open exami-
nation conducted by an independent ‘civil service’ board, with recruits 
segregated into a hierarchy of grades between which promotion would 
be on the basis of merit rather than patronage or preferment. This made 
a notable contribution to the final stamping out of what nineteenth-
century radicals and later historians referred to as ‘Old Corruption’, 
that is, the British government’s use of resources to bribe members of 
Parliament, municipal corporations and the like, and the availability, 
through patronage and nepotism, of sinecures and gratuitous emolu-
ments, providing salaries and pensions to large numbers of wealthy offi-
cials, placemen and office holders and their families (Rubinstein, 1983).

With the passing of ‘Old Corruption’ came the emergence of the 
modern public administration, organised along bureaucratic lines. A 
bureaucratic organisation is one in which:

(a) the duty of each official to do certain types of work is delimited in terms 
of impersonal criteria; (b) the official is given the authority necessary to 
carry out his assigned functions; (c) the means of compulsion at his disposal 
are strictly limited, and the conditions under which their employment is 
legitimate are clearly defined; … Every official’s responsibilities and author-
ity are part of a hierarchy of authority. Higher offices are assigned the duty 
of supervision, lower offices, the right of appeal … Officials … do not own 
the resources necessary for the performance of their assigned functions but 
they are accountable for their use of these resources. Official business and 
private affairs, official revenue and private income are strictly separated … 
Offices cannot be appropriated by their incumbents in the sense of private 
property that can be sold and inherited. (Bendix, 1960: 419)

In the modern public administration, the rule of separation of public and 
private reaches the maximum extent of its application, in the sense that 
it informs every one of the administration’s defining features.

If political corruption has to do with transgressions of the public/
private distinction, then for the purposes of studying these transgres-
sions we need a definition of the term that will tell us – without fear of 
contradiction, and independently of the context in which it takes place – 
what counts as corruption and what does not. Without a definition that 
meets these criteria, we cannot use the term for purposes of comparison, 
and if we cannot do that, then we cannot begin to investigate corrup-
tion’s causes, consequences and so on. The attempts that have been made 
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to come up with a satisfactory definition can be thought of as belonging 
to one or the other of three categories corresponding to what I shall 
call ‘legal and norm-based definitions’, ‘public-interest definitions’, and 
‘principal–agent definitions’.

Legal and norm-based definitions are those which see ‘political cor-
ruption’ as the abuse of public office for private gain. For example, 
David Bayley (1966) argues: ‘Corruption, while being tied particu-
larly to the act of bribery, is a general term covering misuse of author-
ity as a result of considerations of personal gain, which need not be 
monetary.’

There are at least three problems with this definition and with legal 
and norm-based definitions in general. First, if political corruption 
must be said to take place whenever public officials break rules for 
considerations of personal gain, then it is impossible conceptually to 
distinguish corruption from similar but different phenomena such as 
 ‘embezzlement’ or ‘fraud’.

Second, these definitions in effect stipulate that in order to count as 
corrupt, the behaviour of the holders of public offices such as civil serv-
ants and elected representatives has to break the rules or norms govern-
ing their conduct as the holders of such offices – but rules and norms, 
as we know, vary from one country to another. For example, until the 
MPs’ expenses scandal in 2009, few British members of Parliament or 
others in the UK saw much wrong in the idea that MPs would employ 
their spouses and other members of their families as secretaries and 
research assistants, whereas in the US Congress such conduct had long 
been regarded as highly improper. It is easy to see why the Americans 
might take this view. What is to stop MPs and their spouses simply 
taking the taxpayers’ money without the spouses actually doing any 
work? Exactly these allegations surfaced in some of the cases that gave 
rise to the expenses scandal, and they led the Independent Parliamentary 
Standards Authority (IPSA) to propose restrictions on the practice in the 
scandal’s aftermath. The problem from an academic point of view is that 
if, in order to count as corruption, behaviour has to break a law or some 
formally prescribed norm, then it is difficult to study it comparatively. 
We might conclude from the fact that there are more court cases arising 
from, or convictions for given types of, impropriety in one country than 
in another that corruption is more widespread in the first country than 
in the second. This would be a very flimsy basis on which to draw such 
a conclusion: the apparent difference could be a simple artefact of dif-
ferences between the two countries in the kinds of behaviour that are 
legally defined as corruption even though the actual behaviour of people 
in the two countries differed little if at all.
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Third, legal and norm-based definitions are too narrowly focussed. 
By insisting that the distinction between corrupt and non-corrupt 
behaviour depends on whether or not it breaks legal rules or norms, 
such definitions make it impossible to regard as corrupt certain behav-
iour which, though perfectly legal, we might wish to regard as corrupt 
on other grounds. For example, until the early years of the twentieth 
century it was perfectly normal for solicitors holding money in trust for 
their clients, such as the child beneficiaries of wills, to enrich themselves 
by speculating with it. Throughout the eighteenth and well into the nine-
teenth centuries it was perfectly normal for the agents of political parties 
to bribe electors to vote the ‘right’ way. Although they were perfectly 
legal, such practices came increasingly to be seen as highly corrupt from 
an ethical point of view – which is why, besides being unethical, they also 
eventually became illegal.

Public-interest definitions are those that declare that, in order to be 
corrupt, behaviour has to damage the public interest. For example, 
Rogow and Lasswell (1963: 132) argue that a corrupt act is one that 
‘violates responsibility toward at least one system of public or civic 
order … A system of public or civic order exalts common interest over 
special interest; violations of the common interest for special advan-
tage are  corrupt.’ The problem with this definition and others in the 
same category is that they beg the question: if political corruption is 
behaviour that violates the public interest, who is to say what ‘the 
public interest’ is? Either the investigator can decide, or else the views 
of the people whose behaviour is being investigated can be used to 
decide. However, in the first case the decision about whether or not a 
given behaviour is corrupt becomes an entirely subjective value judge-
ment on the part of the investigator, and this too obstructs study of the 
phenomenon: any claim that an investigator makes about corruption is 
open to attack by any other investigator, who can claim that the first 
investigator is wrong simply because, in his or her opinion, the behav-
iour in question is not against the public interest and therefore not an 
example of corruption. If scholars are to study anything, whether it be 
political corruption, voting or anything else, they must at least agree 
among themselves as to what kinds of behaviour are to count as cor-
ruption, voting and so on. In this case we have exactly the same kind 
of problem that arises with legal and norm-based definitions, namely, 
that not only legal codes but also people’s views vary from one country 
to another. The mere fact that given types of behaviour are widely con-
demned in one country but not in another would not on its own entitle 
us to conclude that corruption is more widespread in the one than in 
the other.
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Principal–agent definitions are those which see the essence of political 
corruption as lying in transactions which violate the trust placed in an 
‘agent’ by a ‘principal’. An agent is someone – such as a solicitor or a 
travel agent – whom we entrust to carry out work for us or to act on our 
behalf. In both examples we are the principal. We employ such people 
because we lack either the time or the know-how, or both, to carry out 
the work ourselves, and we pay them on the assumption that, in acting 
on our behalf, they will conduct themselves in such a way as to max-
imise our interests. Sometimes it is easy for us to determine whether the 
agent has genuinely sought to maximise our interests; but often it is not, 
because we cannot be present to monitor the work of the agent and/or 
because we do not ourselves have the necessary expertise to evaluate it. 
In such cases we are obliged to give the agent discretion to act as they 
see fit and to trust that their decisions will be the best ones from our 
point of view. Where difficulties of monitoring an expertise arise there is 
an inherent danger that agents will fail to discharge their duties towards 
their principals faithfully, and that they will seek to further their own 
interests instead of those of their principals. Examples of this sort of 
thing are endless: the solicitor who bills you for ten hours’ work when 
they have done only eight; the car mechanic who claims to have fitted 
a brand-new part to your car when it has in fact come from the scrap 
heap. These are both examples of what we normally understand by the 
term ‘fraud’. Another example of behaviour that exemplifies failure on 
the part of an agent faithfully to discharge their duties towards their 
principal is when the solicitor whom we have engaged to help us win 
a law suit against our neighbour accepts a bribe from the neighbour, in 
return for which our solicitor secretly acts so as to ensure that we lose. 
This, from the perspective of principal–agent definitions, is an example 
of corruption. From the principal–agent perspective, then, political 
 corruption can be defined as something that takes place when

(1) there is a secret violation of a contract that, implicitly or explicitly, 
involves a delegation of responsibility and the exercise of some discretion-
ary power … (2) by an agent who, against the interests or preferences of 
the principal … (3) acts in favour of a third party, from whom he receives 
a reward … Focussing on political and bureaucratic corruption in a demo-
cratic regime, we should add a fourth condition (4) the principal is the 
state, or better, the citizens. (della Porta and Vannucci, 1997: 231–2)

Unfortunately, this definition still suffers from the comparability problem 
that we have noticed in connection with definitions in the other two cat-
egories, for it remains for the principal to decide what his or her interests 
are, and these perceptions may vary from one context to another.
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The basic problem in all these cases is that, whatever else it is, corrup-
tion is a type of rule infringement, where a ‘rule’ is a criterion of behav-
iour that indicates right and wrong ways of doing things. A rule can exist 
only in virtue of social interaction, and its infringement is to a greater 
or lesser degree morally condemned in the group whose social existence 
has given rise to it. Therefore, to describe given acts as ‘corrupt’ is to 
condemn them as illegitimate according to some set of standards – the 
problem being that these standards have no existence apart from in 
people’s perceptions. Corruption itself, therefore, is a social construct, 
behaviour which people label as such – like terrorism. And just as one 
person’s terrorist is another person’s freedom fighter, so it is with cor-
ruption: what for one may be a heinous bribe, for another may be an 
innocent gift.

A good illustration of this is provided by the Poulson affair. John 
Poulson was an English architect born in Yorkshire in 1910. He left school 
without qualifications and joined a firm of architects, but failed his exams 
and in 1932 was dismissed. He then established his own firm of archi-
tects. Like a number of such companies in the immediate post- Second 
World War years, Poulson’s was eager to win lucrative local-authority 
contracts arising from the massive rebuilding programmes in inner-city 
areas. After Poulson’s firm went bankrupt in 1972, it emerged that he 
had paid T. Dan Smith, the charismatic Labour leader of Newcastle City 
Council and the mastermind behind that city’s redevelopment, a so-called 
‘fee’ of £155,000 in exchange for redevelopment contracts – and that 
payments had also been made to several MPs, health authorities, police 
officers and civil servants. Both Poulson and T. Dan Smith went to prison 
for corruption, while the Conservative minister Reginald Maudling, who 
was also an associate of Poulson’s, was forced to resign after his position 
was exposed by Paul Foot in the magazine Private Eye. One of the most 
significant consequences of the Poulson Affair was that it led directly to 
the establishment of the compulsory register of MPs’ interests, through 
which MPs are obliged to make public any financial interests that might 
conceivably impinge on their work in the House of Commons. But what 
is most interesting about the Poulson case is what it reveals about the 
attitudes that are frequently found among those involved in corruption. 
It often emerges, after they’ve been exposed, that they don’t actually 
regard themselves as having done anything wrong. T. Dan Smith, as John 
Garrard (2006) has written, 

was certainly one of these. In a BBC interview (‘Public Affairs’, 1990, 
no. 2), some years after emerging from prison, he observed: the implication 
of so many … authors … was that I was a crooked councillor … Nothing 
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could be further from the truth … I think (Poulson) behaved in a way … 
common to most businesses, of offering holidays, entertainment. If that is 
corrupt, … the boxes at Ascot and Wimbledon are full of the recipients 
of the same kind of inducements. I’m not condoning it, but it’s a matter 
of how you interpret business ethics … what Poulson did was typically 
common of business practices then and now.
 Alderman Cunningham (‘Public Affairs’, 1990, no. 2, 1990), late chair-
man of Durham’s Police Authority, recipient of much Poulson generosity 
including a paid-for holiday in Portugal and another of those imprisoned, 
claimed, ‘if I am corrupt then the entire country is corrupt’.

It is partly because those involved in corruption so frequently don’t 
see what they’re doing as reprehensible that (as we shall see when we 
look at corruption prevention and control) corruption is so difficult to 
stamp out. The line between ‘generous hospitality’, for example, and 
outright bribery is by no means clear-cut, so that it is easy for those who 
practise it to justify it to themselves as a legitimate means of ‘getting 
things done’. The line between legitimate gift-giving and illegal corrup-
tion is indeed difficult to draw precisely. Reflecting on his interview-
based research among those involved in EU fraud rings, David Nelken 
(2003: 228–9) refers to ‘the banality of organised crime’, noting that 
‘those who are actively engaged in EU fraud do their best to argue that 
everyone (or almost everyone) is corrupt – or at least corruptible. In 
seeking to “condemn the condemners” … they adopt an all embracing 
concept of corruption even describing the EU itself as a gigantic fraud.’ 
Reading Nelken’s observations, one feels prompted to say that when, in 
1999, the entire European Commission was forced to resign precisely 
because of massive fraud, his informants might have felt that they had 
suddenly been given some empirical support for their view of the EU.

This raises the rather alarming prospect that corruption exists only 
in so far as it is thought to exist, and therefore that our efforts to study 
and understand it must necessarily be in vain, for we are no longer 
authorised to say that one country is any more corrupt than another 
and to try to find out why this might be the case. Yet our instincts cry 
out against such a conclusion because, for all that corruption is a social 
construct, we know that it is not simply a figment of people’s imagina-
tions: people do regularly die and are regularly injured as the result of 
corrupt activity, whether through the elimination of law enforcers and 
witnesses or when, for example, bribery and fraud lead to the adul-
teration of food, the diversion of funds away from much-needed infra-
structure projects or the collapse of buildings erected without regard to 
safety standards.
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Fortunately, the comparative study of these pathologies and of cor-
ruption itself is not rendered completely forlorn by corruption’s socially 
constructed nature – at least if the countries being compared are cultur-
ally similar. In Europe, for example, between different countries there 
is a great degree of overlap in terms of understandings of what corrup-
tion is. Thus, article 319 of the Italian penal code defines ‘corruption 
associated with actions in conflict with official duties’ as something that 
takes place when the public official, ‘in return for failing to perform or 
for delaying the performance of an official duty, or for performing or 
having performed an action in conflict with their duties, receives, for 
themselves or a third party, a monetary reward or other utility that is 
not owed to them’; while article 318 defines in similar terms ‘corrup-
tion in the performance of official duties’.3 English common law defines 
corruption as bribery, meaning ‘the receiving or offering [of] any undue 
reward by or to any person whatsoever, in a public office, in order to 
influence his behaviour in office, and incline him to act contrary to 
the known rules of honesty and integrity’ (Cecil Turner, 1964: 381). 
In Poland, a law of 2006 defines corruption as ‘promising, offering, 
giving, requesting, receiving by any person, directly or indirectly, any 
undue economic, personal or other benefits, for themselves or any other 
person, or accepting a proposal or promise of such benefits, in return 
for the act or omission in the exercise of public duties or in the course 
of business’ (Muszyńska, Nováková and van Rossum, 2012: 2). Such 
approaches, it is true, in tying corruption to breaches of the trust placed 
in public officials, remain vulnerable to possible differences in princi-
pals’ (socially informed) decisions about the interests and preferences 
that officials are required to advance. However, while this might be a 
problem for large-N studies, it is one which we can assume looms less 
large when the countries being compared share the degree of similarity 
of those within a single region, such as Europe. Thanks to the cultural 
commonalities between such countries, the interests and preferences 
of principals are likely to display similar degrees of commonality: the 
states of Europe are all, by and large, founded on the rule of law and 
principles of universalism, sharing common Judeo-Christian traditions 
and so on.

Types of corruption

Assuming that a reasonably watertight case can be made for defining 
corruption in principal–agent terms, it is possible, building on the work 
of Susan Rose-Ackerman (1978: 61–3), to distinguish between four 
 different types of political corruption.
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First, is the corruption that arises from the power of the authorities ‘to 
take decisions concerning the allocation of public money – what to buy, 
from whom to buy it, according to what criteria and so forth’ (Newell 
and Bull, 2003b: 38). This is the kind of corruption that was involved in 
the Poulson case.

Second, is the corruption that arises ‘from the power to supply 
resources, public services and permits for the carrying on of a range of 
activities’ (Newell and Bull, 2003b: 38–9). This is the kind of corrup-
tion that arises when, say, you bribe local council officials to ensure 
that you are granted planning permission to build an extension on your 
house. It differs from the first kind in so far as it is related not to the 
state’s power to spend taxpayers’ money on the procurement of goods 
and services of various kinds, but to the state’s power to regulate and 
restrict what goes on in civil society, whether this be driving a car, flying 
a plane, building a house extension, opening a shop, or whatever. In all 
these cases, if we want to carry on the activity in question we have to 
obtain the state’s permission through the issue of a license, a permit or 
some other document. It is similar to corruption of the first kind in that 
in both cases the corrupt public official turns public resources (money 
in the first case, the authority to regulate private activity in the second)
into private resources and allocates them not according to normatively 
defined criteria (the publicly decided-upon rules for their allocation) 
but according to market criteria (the laws of supply and demand set by 
the willingness of corrupt officials to ask for bribes and the willingness 
of private citizens to pay them).

An example of this kind of corruption is that which is alleged to 
have taken place in relation to Keith Vaz MP and the so-called Hinduja 
passport scandal. On 25 January 2001 opposition MPs began to ques-
tion the role that Mr Vaz, then Minister for Europe in the Foreign 
and Commonwealth Office, may have played in helping the billion-
aire Hinduja brothers (linked to a corruption investigation in India) 
to obtain UK passports; and on 21 March 2001 the Parliamentary 
Commissioner for Standards, Mrs Elizabeth Filkin, announced that she 
was opening an investigation into whether or not a company run by Mr 
Vaz’s wife had received a donation from a charitable foundation run by 
the Hinduja brothers. This was after Mr Vaz had been censured, in a 
separate allegation, for failing to register two payments totalling £450 
from Sarosh Zaiwalla, ‘a solicitor whom he recommended for an honour 
several years later’ (BBC News, 2002a). What we know is that Mr Vaz 
‘made inquiries to the Home Office about the Hinduja passport applica-
tions and is believed to have written to Tony Blair and Peter Mandelson 
on their behalf’ (BBC News, 2001).
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Mr Vaz himself was adamant that he had done nothing wrong in 
relation to the passports, saying that all kinds of people asked him for 
support. It is certainly true that it is a normal part of an MP’s duties 
to contact the civil service and other bodies on citizens’ behalf when 
requested, to seek the correction of mistakes, the speeding up of passport 
applications and such like when they are being dealt with unreasonably 
slowly, and so forth. What is definitely not normal is that MPs either 
demand or accept payments for their interventions, or that MPs should 
seek special, favourable, treatment for the citizens on whose behalf they 
are acting, because that puts in jeopardy the principle of equality before 
the law, the principle that rules and procedures must be applied to all 
citizens in exactly the same way regardless of irrelevant considerations 
such as their financial circumstances.

Although Vaz was eventually cleared of wrong-doing in the Hinduja 
case, this was not before he had been forced to resign from the govern-
ment (which he did in June 2001) or before the row had involved Peter 
Mandelson, who resigned as Northern Ireland Secretary in January 
2001. Shortly before his resignation Mr Mandelson admitted that he 
had made a telephone call to Home Office Minister Mike O’Brien to 
enquire whether a passport application by one of the Hinduja brothers 
would be reconsidered after it had been turned down. This was after 
Mr Mandelson had in effect denied making the call, by claiming that 
he did not support or endorse the application and that the matter had 
been dealt with by his private secretary; and, more importantly, after 
it had emerged that the Hinduja brothers had offered, and Mandelson 
had accepted, a £1 million donation to underwrite the Faith Zone at the 
Millennium Dome, for which Mr Mandelson was responsible.

Third, is the corruption that arises from the state’s power to investi-
gate private conduct of various kinds – through the police, the courts, 
Her Majesty’s Revenue and Customs, trading standards officials and 
other bodies – and, where wrong-doing is uncovered, to apply penalties. 
These penalties range from prison sentences to fines, bans on perform-
ing certain kinds of activities such as driving a motor vehicle, or simply 
the insistence that taxes owed must be paid. This kind of corruption 
arises from the state’s capacity to impose costs on its citizens, and it 
takes place when public officials take bribes in exchange for agreeing 
not to impose costs, even though the situation in question demands it. 
What this has in common with the other two types of corruption, and 
indeed with all types of political corruption, is that it is an exchange 
relationship, that is, it involves an exchange of resources: bribes, on the 
one hand, and illicit services provided by the corrupt public official, on 
the other.
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One of the best examples of this type of corruption concerns one 
of the many allegations that have been made over the years against 
former Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi. Berlusconi is one of 
Italy’s richest businessmen. Beginning his career in the early 1960s as a 
 building contractor, in the late 1960s Berlusconi

had the idea of developing Milano 2, a garden city of around 3,500 flats … 
Companies in Switzerland … injected 4.1 billion lire … into the Italian 
companies responsible for Milano 2. So, on paper, this project belonged not 
to Mr Berlusconi, but to anonymous third parties. Officials at the Bank of 
Italy suspected that Mr Berlusconi was behind the Swiss companies. At the 
time, holding capital abroad without telling the authorities was a criminal 
offence. A team from the Guardia di Finanza [or Financial Police, whose 
remit is in many respects similar to that of British customs officials], led by 
Massimo Berruti, investigated in 1979, but concluded … that [Berlusconi] 
was not the beneficial owner of the Swiss companies. Mr Berruti’s boss 
signed the official report. Like Mr Berlusconi, he belonged to the infamous 
P2 masonic lodge. Immediately after his investigation, Mr Berruti left 
the Guardia di Finanza and worked as a lawyer for Mr Berlusconi. He is 
now a … member of parliament [in Berlusconi’s own political party, Forza 
Italia]. (Economist, 2001)

Another example, closer to home, involves corruption in the police. 
Numerous examples of police corruption have come to light in Britain 
over the years, for the fairly obvious reason that the police ‘are in con-
stant contact with a criminal world where cheating, lying and bribing 
are a way of life’ (BBC News, 2002b) and whose members, if they are 
known to the police, have a particularly strong incentive to bribe them 
and may have access to copious resources with which to do it.

One of the most famous examples of police corruption in Britain 
was that brought to light in the 1970s by Operation Countryman, an 
internal investigation within the Metropolitan Police which revealed 
extensive bribery of Flying Squad officers by Soho pornographers in 
exchange for protection from prosecution. Operation Countryman was 
referred to in a BBC report (BBC News, 2002b) which suggested that an 
additional factor may have been involved in police corruption: low pay. 
The report noted that ‘Senior officers have suggested –– that padding the 
pay packets of the rank and file is one way to stop bobbies lining their 
pockets themselves by less palatable means. “If you are not paying your 
police officers a wage they can live on, you are almost inviting them to 
indulge in malpractice,” said Sir Paul Condon, while at the helm of the 
Metropolitan Police.’4

Some writers would argue that corruption of the police and other 
non-elected public officials and administrators is best designated by the 
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term ‘bureaucratic corruption’, rather than ‘political corruption’, prefer-
ring to reserve the latter term for those cases where, from the principal–
agent perspective, the agent involved is an elected official. That said, it 
is important to note that the activities of each group presuppose the 
activities of the other. That is, in liberal democracies, administrators 
ultimately get their instructions from, and are accountable to, elected 
politicians, while elected politicians are dependent on public administra-
tors for the implementation of their policies. For this reason, what we 
find empirically is that political corruption and bureaucratic corruption 
often go hand in hand. On the one hand, as della Porta and Vannucci 
(1999: 131) point out, politicians ‘define the essential lines of the public 
administration’s activity, influencing both the opportunities and risks of 
bureaucratic corruption’. On the other hand, bureaucrats are in a posi-
tion to affect political corruption in so far as ‘they are often in a position 
to denounce the illegitimate actions of politicians, or they can refuse to 
carry out the measures desired by the latter’.

Fourth is the corruption which arises at the level of legislatures and 
their members ‘when in exchange for items of legislation [or other legis-
lative interventions] of benefit to single firms and/or powerful economic 
groups [or individuals], individual politicians personally, or their parties, 
receive payment for their role in securing such legislation [or legislative 
interventions] (Newell and Bull, 2003b: 39).

Again, the case of Silvio Berlusconi can serve as an example. One of 
the ways in which Berlusconi made his fortune was by becoming the 
owner of Italy’s three largest private television networks. It all began in 
1978 when

he launched a local cable-television station for Milano 2, called Telemilano. 
This scheme became far grander. Mr Berlusconi’s ambition was to chal-
lenge [the state’s] monopoly on national television advertising, for which 
there was huge pent-up demand. Telemilano became Canale 5 in 1980. 
There was one major snag: only [the state] was permitted by law to broad-
cast nationally. Although private commercial television was unregulated in 
most respects, a court ruling in 1980 allowed private television stations to 
broadcast only on a local basis. But Mr Berlusconi soon found a way round 
this ruling. He bought programmes, especially American films and soaps, 
and offered them at very low prices to small, regional television stations. 
Mr Berlusconi collected the revenue from pre-recorded advertising slots 
that he inserted. Each station in the Canale 5 circuit agreed to broadcast 
the same programmes at the same time. In this way, he secured his national 
audience. (Economist, 2001)

Subsequently, in 1981 and 1983, Berlusconi bought his two largest 
private competitors, Italia 1 and Retequattro, but then faced potential 
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disaster when, in October 1984, officials in several Italian cities shut 
down his television stations for broadcasting illegally. Within days, the 
Socialist prime minister, Bettino Craxi, signed a decree that would allow 
the stations to stay on air and later, in 1990, he helped to secure the 
passage of legislation that fully legalised Berlusconi’s position:

In 1991 and 1992, Mr Berlusconi paid a total of 23 billion lire into Craxi’s 
offshore bank accounts from a clandestine part of his Fininvest empire, 
known as All Iberian. Following leads from their investigation of Craxi’s 
bank accounts, prosecutors discovered a secret and substantial network 
of Fininvest companies, incorporated in such jurisdictions as the British 
Virgin Islands and the Channel Islands. These companies were not dis-
closed as subsidiaries in Fininvest’s accounts. According to prosecutors, in 
1993 Mr Berlusconi signed a letter to his auditors falsely stating that these 
companies were not part of the Fininvest group. (Economist, 2001)

From this it might be easy to get the impression that British legisla-
tors are by comparison much cleaner. The suspicion that they are not is 
fuelled by the sale of honours for cash – an allegation frequently made 
in connection with British prime ministers and governments, and one 
with a tradition that stretches back at least to David Lloyd George and 
William Gladstone.5 To give an example of this kind of allegation, on 25 
August 2004 the Daily Mirror revealed that in May that year Tony Blair 
had made Paul Drayson a peer, six weeks before he gave the Labour 
Party £505,000. Paul Drayson ran a firm called Powderject, the gov-
ernment’s sole supplier of smallpox vaccine. On 25 May the Guardian 
revealed that ‘[t]he parliamentary ombudsman [had] expressed deep dis-
appointment at the failure of John Reid, the health secretary, to comply 
with her rulings on freedom of information’ (Leigh and Evans, 2004). 
‘For two years John Reid’s department … refused to give information 
about the award of a £32m contract, without normal competitive ten-
dering, to Powderject for smallpox vaccine shortly after Powderject’s 
owner donated £100,000 to Labour’ (Davies, 2013). Not long after this 
came the ‘cash for peerages’ affair, which overshadowed the whole of 
Tony Blair’s final year in office as prime minister.

Why is the study of political corruption important?

Why, then, should one want to study political corruption? There are two 
answers to this question, one of which has to do with its incidence, and 
other with its effects.

As far as the incidence of corruption is concerned there was a 
time, prior to the 1990s, when political scientists regarded it as 
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 predominantly, if not almost exclusively, a ‘third world’ phenomenon, 
and of much lesser significance in the liberal democracies of Europe and 
elsewhere. This is not to say that political corruption was thought to be 
non-existent in these societies; rather, it was thought to be a marginal 
phenomenon, one that did not fundamentally affect the way they were 
governed. it was thought that in these societies, unlike in those of the 
‘third world’, norms of due process were deeply rooted and this helped 
‘to ensure that the phenomenon would remain incidental and sporadic’ 
(Newell and Bull, 2003a: 1). Following the exposure of corruption in a 
number of these countries, political scientists ‘were forced to abandon 
this cosy assumption. Felipe González in Spain; Neil Hamilton in 
Britain; Bettino Craxi in Italy; Helmut Kohl in Germany; Edith Cresson 
of the European Commission: these were only some of the most well-
known politicians caught up in a wave of scandals that seemed to touch 
an ever-increasing number of democratic countries and institutions 
as  [the 1990s] progressed’ (Newell and Bull, 2003a: 1). Such scan-
dals revealed not only that corruption was present in liberal democra-
cies but that in some cases it was widespread. This in turn suggested the 
possibility that, far from helping to minimise corruption through due 
process norms, liberal democratic arrangements might harbour institu-
tions whose functioning actually helps to stimulate corruption. And so 
the wave of scandals since the 1990s has raised new questions about the 
causes of corruption.

In doing so it has shone a light on the possible effects of corruption, of 
which four can be highlighted.

1 Corruption ‘involves the suspension of normatively defined criteria 
for the allocation of resources, in favour of an allocation mechanism 
– market exchanges – whose distributive consequences in turn 
depend on the arbitrary and unequal distribution of money and 
other resources. In other words, it results in an arbitrary and unequal 
distribution of precisely those resources – planning permission, 
licences and permits, public works contracts and so forth – whose 
distribution, by common consent, should rather be governed by non-
arbitrary considerations and considerations of equality’ (Newell and 
Bull, 2003a: 4–5).

2 ‘[B]y undermining the principle of equality, corruption is … sub-
versive of regimes called liberal democratic, whose authority rests 
precisely on the claim that they are successful in ensuring, through 
the franchise and political accountability, that every member of the 
electorate can have a say in public decisions – which are therefore 
made to conform to the wishes of the electorate as a whole. Corrupt 
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exchanges entail the replacement of these wishes by considerations 
of private gain as the determining factors in the making of public 
decisions, thus undermining the very rationale for liberal democracy 
in the first place, and with it the trust and confidence of citizens in 
public institutions’ (Newell and Bull, 2003a: 5).

3  ‘[C]orruption creates a large number of far more immediate-term and 
tangible costs. These include the waste of tax-payers’ money involved 
in the efforts of contractors to recoup, through the inflated bills they 
present, the cost of bribes they have had to pay to obtain public 
works contracts. Yet another example is the perpetuation of the 
administrative inefficiency that forms the basis for demanding bribes 
in exchange for the application of special, “fast-track” procedures’ 
(Newell and Bull, 2003a: 5).

4  ‘[T]here is built into corruption, a significant self-generating mecha-
nism, so that beyond a certain point it tends naturally to feed upon 
itself and so to spread. If we assume that persons are more likely 
to engage in corrupt exchanges, the more likely the anticipated 
benefits are to outweigh the anticipated costs, then it is apparent 
that the more widespread such exchanges have already become, the 
more likely this condition is to hold. Among other things, the more 
widespread corruption is the more thinly will the authorities have to 
spread the resources available to investigate it. The more this is so, the 
lower the material costs will be (in terms of the likelihood of getting 
caught). The lower the likelihood of getting caught, the more likely it 
is that still others become involved in networks of corrupt exchanges. 
In extreme cases, corruption may spread to the point that it becomes 
systemic – a situation in which due process norms have been more or 
less completely undermined and bribery has become largely unavoid-
able even for the unwilling’ (Newell and Bull, 2003a: 5).

So, corruption arguably poses real threats to liberal democracies 
precisely because of its capacity to spread – and it is to the growth and 
spread of corruption, along with its measurement, that we turn in the 
next chapter.

Notes

1 See, for example, Hay (2007).
2 House of Commons debates, 3 February 1949, vol. 460, col. 1956.
3 It is, in other words, something that takes place when, in return for performing 

a duty, the public official ‘receives, for themselves or a third party, a monetary 
reward or other utility that is not owed to them’.
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4 Perhaps cultural characteristics matter too: a colleague remarked to me that the 
suggestion that police officers are corruptible because their pay is so low begs the 
question why university teachers, who are worse paid, are not making a thriving 
career out of selling ‘Firsts’ for £1,000 an exam! Clearly, a convincing answer 
would depend on being able conclusively to verify the relative pay assumption 
(perhaps not an easy task) and it would recognise that the impact of pay does not 
take place in isolation, – as is discussed in more detail in chapter 3.

5 This illustrates that Britain, despite not being usually thought of as a particularly 
corrupt country, provides numerous examples of the phenomenon. This view of 
Britain as not being particularly corrupt accounts – in part at least – for what 
readers may feel to be a somewhat ‘Anglo-centric’ approach to my choice of 
examples in this chapter. 
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