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 DEFINITIONS OF CORRUPTION  

    Oskar   Kurer     

     It has been widely deplored that no gener ally accep ted defi n i tion of corrup tion has emerged. 
However, to expect every body to agree on its precise nature is as unreal istic as a consensus on 
the exact attrib utes of demo cracy. Thus, the purpose of this chapter cannot be to fi nd the 
defi n i tion of corrup tion. 

 Researchers and campaign ers against corrup tion will continue to choose a defi n i tion 
that suits their purpose. Nevertheless, defi n i tions are import ant. Any research effort dealing 
with corrup tion ought to have some expli cit concept of the nature and scope of its 
subject. Moreover, construct ing accur ate global indic at ors presup poses a common under-
stand ing of corrup tion. Without it, meas ur ing and compar ing subject ive assess ments of 
corrup tion yields results that are mean ing less if these apprais als are based on differ ent notions 
of corrup tion. 

 In view of the diffi  culty of defi n ing corrup tion and the need to operate within a defi n i-
tional frame work, this essay outlines differ ent concepts of corrup tion and the prob lems these 
face. Moreover, it tries to answer the ques tion whether there is suffi  cient agree ment on the 
nature of the phenomenon to arrive at mean ing ful meas ures that can be employed 
inter na tion ally. 

 What’s a good defi n i tion?  The Oxford Dictionary of English  refers to ‘an exact state ment of 
descrip tion of the nature, scope, or meaning of some thing’. It ought to be ‘precise’ in the 
sense that it delin eates the bound ary between corrupt and non- corrupt actions or states of the 
world. Without this preci sion the defi n i tion is not oper a tion able. Moreover, defi n i tions also 
ought to conform to common usage. Although there is nothing wrong with invent ing one’s 
personal concept, a discourse on the social phenomenon ‘corrup tion’ does require some 
common under stand ing to have any meaning at all. 

 The chapter starts with the defi n i tion with the widest conceiv able scope. It then reduces 
the domain of corrup tion from phys ical objects to corrup tion of society at large to public and 
private organ isa tions and ulti mately to the public sector, the misuse of a public func tion for 
private gain. It contin ues by looking at altern at ive concep tions of ‘misuse’, mainly legal istic, 
public interest and public- opinion approaches. It lastly proceeds to the ques tion of the exist-
ence of a consensus suffi  ciently broad to warrant inter na tional compar is ons of corrup tion and 
the reason why such a common under stand ing might exist.  
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Defi nitions of corruption

  Corruption: Falling short of a stand ard 

 Corruption always involves a failure to conform to some stand ards. These stand ards may refer 
to phys ical objects, to states of society and culture or to indi vidual beha viour. Corruption as 
phys ical decay – of objects that decom pose like fruits or become damaged like ‘corrup ted’ 
computer fi les – is for obvious reasons beyond the scope of this discus sion. This leaves as its 
domain the failure of persons, insti tu tions and cultures to live up to some stand ards. 

 The scope of the subject will be further limited in so far as only indi vidual actions are 
considered corrupt and not states of society or culture. Political systems, for example, that are 
corrupt in Aristotelian terms ‘in that they system at ic ally serve the interests of special groups 
or sectors’ (Scott 1972: 5) are not part of the discus sion that follows. To repeat, it is not argued 
that such defi n i tions are in any way defi  cient. It makes perfect sense when Aristotle calls 
tyranny a corrupt form of king ship (Heidenheimer 2002a: 3) or lays down an ‘ideal’ system 
of demo cratic rule and calls all devi ations from this stand ard corrupt. Moreover, approach ing 
the defi n i tion through stand ards of indi vidual action or ideal states of the world has similar 
implic a tions if viol at ing the ‘common good’ or the ‘public interest’ is made the bench mark in 
both cases. Whatever road is chosen, to make the concept oper a tion able requires an agree-
ment on the ‘common good’  1   and how it is going to be real ised, some thing unlikely to be 
forth com ing.  2   

 An early defi n i tion focus ing on indi vidual action we owe to Brooks who expli citly integ-
rates the family into the sphere of corrup tion when he defi nes it as ‘the inten tional misper-
form ance or neglect of a recog nized duty, or the unwar ran ted exer cise of power, with the 
motive of gaining some advant age more or less directly personal’ (1909: 4). 

 Divorce, marital infi  del ity and child less unions, accord ing to Brooks, all fall into the 
province of corrupt actions. Oddly enough, Transparency International uses a simil arly broad 
defi n i tion, ‘the misuse’ (2012a) or ‘abuse of entrus ted power for private gain’ (2012b), appar-
ently without being aware of the implic a tions for the sphere of corrup tion. Their activ it ies 
certainly do not refl ect the scope the defi n i tion entails. In what follows, corrup tion in private 
life is not considered.  

  Corruption in social organ isa tions 

 Excluding family life from the realm of corrup tion still leaves the ‘whole list of social organ-
iz a tions’ within its bounds, public and private, ‘the church . . . educa tional asso ci ations, clubs, 
and so on’ (Brooks 1909: 5). On the whole, defi n i tions have not followed Brooks’ lead but 
instead have focused on polit ical corrup tion, or the abuse of a public offi ce for private gain, 
to use the most widely used version.  3   

 Ought actions by indi vidu als oper at ing in the private sector be included within the bound-
ar ies of corrup tion? Violations of a ‘recog nised duty’ or a ‘misuse of entrus ted power for 
private gain’ are obvi ously to be found there too. Both sectors view certain prac tices, like 
bribery or embez zle ment, simil arly; the misuse of entrus ted power of a public and private 
employee does indeed closely resemble each other. 

 Moreover, as Brooks noted, ‘much of the impetus to wrong- doing in the polit ical sphere 
comes origin ally from busi ness interests’ (1909: 5). In this light, it seems unsat is fact ory when 
only the actions of public actors are considered corrupt and not those of the indi vidu als who 
have promp ted it. On the other hand there is no reason to label any kind of morally unsat is-
fact ory beha viour ‘corrupt’. Nor does the narrow defi n i tion preclude an analysis of the origin 
of corrup tion and the role played by private sector parti cipants or by social struc tures. 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 1
0.

3.
98

.9
3 

A
t: 

15
:5

7 
27

 A
ug

 2
01

9;
 F

or
: 9

78
13

15
73

91
75

, c
ha

pt
er

2,
 1

0.
43

24
/9

78
13

15
73

91
75

.c
h2

Oskar Kurer

32

 More substan tial argu ments in favour of includ ing the private sector are based on shift ing 
bound ar ies between public and private sectors. If corrup tion is defi ned as a prop erty of the 
public sector only, its incid ence will tend to increase with the relat ive size of this sector. Scott, 
for example, fi nds it unsat is fact ory that a country might be deemed more corrupt only because 
it has a relat ively large public sector (1972: 8). Similarly, corrup tion might decrease merely 
because ‘public purposes are more and more farmed out to nongov ern ment organ isa tions and 
profi t- seeking busi nesses’ (Warren 2004: 331–2). In the context of China’s incom plete privat-
isa tion the bound ary between public and private becomes even more elusive: ‘many state 
enter prises are now contrac ted or leased to private parties, while urban or rural collect ives, 
and joint ventures are neither completely public nor private’ (Sun 2001: 247). In all such cases 
a narrow focus on public- sector corrup tion may distort the incid ence of corrup tion. 

 Yet to extend the defi n i tion of corrup tion comes at a cost. Besides simil ar it ies of corrup-
tion in public and private organ isa tions there are differ ences in the norm at ive struc ture as 
well. The limits to reproach are narrower for public offi ce holders than for the owners of 
private busi nesses. Infl uencing the decision of an owner of a busi ness is not a matter of 
corrup tion; offer ing money to receive favour able treat ment is the very nature of busi ness. 
Nepotism is a hallowed prac tice in the private but not the public sector. Discretionary funds 
are less likely to cause prob lems in the private than in the public sector with differ ent account-
ancy rules. This differ ent scope and nature of corrup tion in the public sector speaks strongly 
in favour of concen trat ing the discus sion on the public sector. 

 There are other reasons for focus ing on the public sector. As norms of private and public 
sector differ, lumping the sectors together increases the diffi  culty to defi ne the attrib utes of 
corrupt acts and reduces the already low level of oper a tion ab il ity of the concept even further. 
Even more import antly, the public has a greater interest in corrup tion in public than in 
private insti tu tions. Bribing a police man or a judge to get a special favour is of differ ent signi-
fi c ance than bribing an employee of a private organ isa tion. Corruption in the private sector 
or busi ness-to-busi ness corrup tion, such as theft or bribery of private- sector staff, affects 
primar ily the interests of the owners of such enter prises who can normally be expec ted to 
take appro pri ate coun ter meas ures. Corruption implic at ing the public sector affects the 
interest of the public directly and effect ive coun ter meas ures often involve polit ical processes.  4   
Moreover, whole categor ies of corrup tion are mainly restric ted to the public sector. Successful 
extor tion relies on the ability to enforce admin is trat ive decisions; nothing equi val ent is 
avail able to a private company oper at ing in a market economy. There are good reasons to 
restrict the scope of the defi n i tion to actions involving public func tions – to public offi ce and 
private–public sector corrup tion.  

  Misuse of public offi ce for private gain 

 There are a number of prob lems asso ci ated with the most widely used defi n i tion of polit ical 
corrup tion, the ‘misuse of public offi ce for private gain’. The obvious diffi  culty is to defi ne 
abuse or misuse. Before address ing the issue of misuse, some more clari fi c a tions are useful. 
Actions imply inten tions; thus ‘corrup tion is inten tional’ (Brooks 1909: 6).  5   If the failure to 
meet a recog nised duty is due to simple inef fi  ciency, no corrup tion is involved. ‘The corrupt 
offi  cial must know the better and choose the worse; the inef fi  cient offi  cial does not know any 
better’ (Brooks 1909: 6). 

 Corruption is some times defi ned as involving a trans ac tion. This does not conform to 
conven tional usage; there are a number of unilat eral acts that are gener ally considered corrupt. 
Brooks knew this well when he talked of legis lat ors, voting ‘favour ably or unfa vour ably on 
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Defi nitions of corruption

pending bills, endeav our ing at the same time to profi t fi nan cially by their action’ (1909: 4). 
Equally, few will call the embez zle ment of the type of Nigerian or Angolan politi cians who 
abscond with a large part of the public oil reven ues anything but corrupt. Again, there is 
obvi ously nothing wrong with narrow ing the scope of analysis to corrupt trans ac tions, but 
such a restric ted view does not amount to a general defi n i tion. 

 Critics have some times found fault with this defi n i tion because corrup tion may have bene-
fi  cial social consequences. This charge is beside the point. Corruption is defi ned as break ing 
public offi ce norms – not by the social consequences that follow. Breaking most norms has 
some times posit ive social consequences. Theft may have bene fi  cial effects too. That corrup-
tion may serve polit ical and social integ ra tion, as a mech an ism to redis trib ute wealth or that 
it may increase effi  ciency in over- bureau crat ised states, does in no way cause prob lems for this 
conven tional concept.  6   

 Nor does this notion of corrup tion, as has some times been claimed, clash with public 
opinion. It is true that one ‘does not condemn a Jew for bribing his way out of a concen tra tion 
camp’ (Rose-Ackerman 1978: 9). The example is beside the point because only the action of 
the guard is corrupt and not that of the pris oner, and it is only corrupt because the sentry 
enriches himself in the process. The case is simply another illus tra tion that corrupt actions 
might have bene fi  cial consequences. 

 Even less plaus ible is the charge that ‘this defi n i tion reduces corrup tion simply to a problem 
of dishon est indi vidu als or “rotten apples” working in the public sector’, ‘to indi vidual greed 
and personal venal ity’ (Haller and Shore 2005: 2). Misuse of public offi ce may well be 
endemic and caused by struc tural factors; it has indeed been analysed in these terms for 
decades (e.g., Scott 1972). 

 Corruption occurs only where a personal benefi t is expec ted, mater ial or imma ter ial, 
typic ally in the form of wealth, polit ical power and social status. Where bene fi ts from misuse 
fl ow to tribes, ethnic groups or polit ical parties, actions are corrupt when they increase the 
status and polit ical power of the corrupt offi  cial. A personal benefi t may be indir ect when, for 
example, an action enhances the welfare of the family or clique with whom the actor 
iden ti fi es. 

 Without an expec ted gain there is no corrup tion. Police offi cers determ ined to ‘put a bad 
guy away’ and perjure them selves ‘in order that legal stand ards of proof are “met”’ may not 
be acting corruptly, although their beha viour under mines ‘processes that are inten ded to 
refl ect as well as preserve the values of a liberal demo cratic society’ (Kleinig and Heffernan 
2004: 12).  7   On the other hand, an action may be corrupt even if no gain accrues: an insider 
deal that goes awry may still be corrupt. 

 Problems begin with the ques tion of what consti tutes a public offi ce. A narrow inter pret-
a tion asso ci ates a public offi ce exclus ively with the Weberian state, the separ a tion of public 
and private realms and the exist ence of a modern bureau cracy. If this road is taken, no corrup-
tion occurs in pre- modern as well as modern states that lack these attrib utes; person al ist 
regimes like that of Mobutu’s Zaire are prime examples where this narrow view excludes the 
exist ence of corrup tion. A wider inter pret a tion of what consti tutes a public offi ce on the 
other hand embraces all public power holders, or, to follow Brooks, all those able to violate 
public duties. In what follows, this latter view is adopted, a view that has the advant age of 
corres pond ing to wide spread usage – even in failing states where formal public offi ce rules 
have largely broken down, talk about corrup tion is very much in evid ence.  8   

 Moreover, the wider net catches import ant holders of public power who are not func tion-
ar ies of the state, in partic u lar the voters. Indeed, the corrup tion of those holding polit ical 
power often corres ponds to the corrup tion of voters who support corrupt politi cians and 
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benefi t from their largesse. Dobel is one of the modern writers who employ the concept in 
this expan ded way: corrup tion ‘means the betrayal of public trust for indi vidual or group 
gain’ that may under mine ‘the effi c acy of the basic polit ical struc tures of the society and the 
emer gence of system atic corrup tion in all aspects of polit ical life’ (1978: 958). 

 On the whole, the public offi ce stand ard has weathered the criti cisms levelled against it 
fairly well, but only at the cost of being exceed ingly vague.  

  Standards of misuse 

 Standing in the way of an oper a tion able concept is the refer ence to ‘misuse’ or its equi val ents, 
Brooks’ ‘duty to the state’ (1909: 4), Banfi eld’s betrayal of trust (1975: 587) or Nye’s stand ard 
of ‘rules against the exer cise of private- regard ing infl u ence’ (2002: 284). How can these 
notions be trans formed into work able demarc a tion criteria? 

 Scott had sugges ted three approaches: legal norms, public interest and public opinion 
(1972: 3). All these defi n i tions have been severely criti cised. According to the legal istic defi n-
i tion, misuse occurs if an action is ‘prohib ited by laws estab lished by the govern ment’ 
(Gardiner 1993: 115). The advant age of this type of defi n i tion is its high score on the 
oper a tion ab il ity count: what consti tutes break ing formal rules and regu la tions is relat ively 
easily estab lished and, in prin ciple at least, observ able. 

 One of the obvious prob lems of the defi n i tion is that rules differ in differ ent periods and 
loca tions. It then becomes unclear what rules are going to be applied. More import antly, acts 
not illegal are not corrupt. Infl uence- peddling is not corrupt if not expli citly outlawed, and 
legal ising nepot ism and bribery can largely free a country from corrup tion. The bound ar ies 
to corrup tion are drawn too narrowly; certain legal actions have to fall within the bounds of 
corrup tion. 

 One way of escap ing the problem of the narrow scope of legal istic defi n i tions is to equate 
misuse with viol a tions of the public interest: corrupt actions do ‘damage to the public and its 
interests’ (Friedrich 1966: 74). Infl uencing admin is trat ive and polit ical decisions and using 
govern ment resources for the benefi t of the ruling class and their follow ers can now enter the 
domain of corrup tion, even if these acts are legal. For some writers this becomes the heart of 
the issue of corrup tion: ‘Most commonly, polit ical corrup tion involves substi tut ing rule in 
the interests of an indi vidual or group for those publicly endorsed prac tices which effect an 
ordered resol u tion to confl ict ing indi vidual or group interest’ (Philp 1997: 458). 

 The approach does suffer from a number of disad vant ages. To begin with, it prejudges the 
result of corrup tion; corrupt acts are socially detri mental by defi n i tion (Caiden and Caiden 
1977: 302). The debate on the consequence of corrup tion is reduced to the precise nature of 
the social damage that ensues. There is a more import ant objec tion, however. The defi n i tion 
‘would require an unam bigu ous defi n i tion of the public interest’ and thus consti tutes an 
attempt ‘to resolve an essen tially norm at ive or ideo lo gical ques tion by defi n i tion’ (Scott 1972: 
3). For a long time, the objec tion has been considered decis ive. 

 In recent years the public- interest defi n i tion has been resur rec ted, albeit in the slightly 
differ ent guise of corrup tion in a demo cracy. Corruption, it is argued, ‘is best under stood in 
terms of trans ac tions that subvert the imper sonal processes of demo cracy’ (Kleinig and 
Heffernan 2004: 9); or, in a some what differ ent version, ‘one of the most sinis ter forms of 
polit ical corrup tion in a demo cracy is when the “demo cratic tran script” is betrayed: that is, 
when members of the polit ical class act in such a way as to prevent or circum vent the exer cise 
of account ab il ity’ (Heywood 1997: 423). The public interest is iden ti fi ed with an ideal form 
of demo cracy where corrup tion damages this ‘demo cratic tran script’. 
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Defi nitions of corruption

 Warren takes the argu ment one step further. In his 2004 paper he is careful to propose a 
‘concept’ and not a ‘defi n i tion’. Nevertheless, the highly innov at ive concept can be read as a 
proposal for a defi n i tion. Warren accepts that all concepts of corrup tion operate within the 
frame work of misuse of ‘common’ power (2004: 332) and goes on to identify misuse with 
viol a tions of the prin ciple that ‘every indi vidual poten tially affected by a decision should have 
an equal oppor tun ity to infl u ence the decision’ (2004: 332). Corruption is always a form of 
dupli cit ous and harmful exclu sion of those who have a claim to inclu sion in collect ive 
decisions and actions. Corruption involves a specifi c kind of unjus ti fi  able disem power ment 
(Warren 2004: 329). He then concludes that ‘through the demo cratic norm of empowered 
inclu sion, we can identify the harms to demo cracy quite precisely, domain by domain’: in 
govern ment admin is tra tion, judi ciary, legis latures, media, civil society asso ci ations and 
markets (Warren 2004: 340). 

 Even if Warren’s general specifi c a tions of the public interest in demo cratic govern ment – 
mainly the ‘norms of open ness, publi city, and inclu sion’ (1994: 330) – did corres pond to 
widely accep ted norms of demo cratic govern ment, the weak ness of public interest perspect-
ives remains. Who decides on the norms of ‘empowered inclu sion’ if discourses fail to produce 
a consensus on ‘dupli cit ous exclu sion’ in the various domains ranging from ‘unfair trading 
prac tices’ to ‘open inform a tion for investors’ and ‘fair terms of exchange’? Where does 
constitu ency service end and vote buying start? The old argu ment against public interest 
defi n i tions lost nothing of its force; they resolve essen tially norm at ive ques tions by 
defi n i tion.  9   

 This leaves the public opinion stand ard as a basis to estab lish misuse, the stand ard often 
disparaged as the least prom ising of the three. Here the public is asked whether it considers an 
act corrupt, and the public’s judge ment is used as the defi n i tional criterion (Scott 1972: 4). 
Scott rejec ted the applic a tion of the defi n i tion out of hand because ‘we would undoubtedly 
fi nd opinion divided or ambigu ous in many instances’. Which view ought then to be adopted? 
The choice would be arbit rary (Scott 1972: 4). This posi tion was rein forced by cultural 
relativ ism assert ing that many prac tices considered corrupt in the West were deemed socially 
accept able in Third World coun tries where they stood for ‘a continu ation of tradi tional 
gift- giving prac tices’ (Scott 1972: 10). These assump tions effect ively preclude an agree ment 
on misuse. 

 Over time, the unsat is fact ory state has spawned a large number of altern at ive defi n i tions. 
One of the earlier attempts, the ‘market- centred defi n i tions’ was mainly devised to analyse 
the causes and consequences of corrup tion with the help of economic analysis. As defi n i tion 
it failed because it presup posed a given and defi ned set of corrupt actions.  10   Nor are matters 
improved when corrup tion is defi ned as ‘rent- seeking’ since this shirks the ques tion when 
rent- seeking tran scends the bound ary to corrup tion. To take a prin cipal–agent frame work 
does not clarify matters either, because it fails to specify ‘when the prin cipal’s interest is sacri-
fi ced for that of the agent’ (Alam 1989: 442). All these attempts ulti mately confuse success ful 
methods of analysis with a defi n i tion. Other endeav ours do specify misuse but achieve no 
more clarity. Werlin, for example, advances notions like the ‘the subver sion of states man ship 
by partis an ship’ or ‘of governance by greed’ (2002: 341). Little has been gained by these 
efforts. 

 Problems mount when polit ical infl u ence is considered.  11   Most people fi nd it hard to draw 
the line where infl u ence becomes corrupt. What complic ates matters, for example in the case 
of party or campaign contri bu tions, is the uncer tainty whether undue infl u ence actu ally 
occurs or not. Indeed, some actions are denounced by public opinion and are forbid den by 
public offi ce rules even if infl u ence remains unproven. They are condemned only because 
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they ‘appear’ to be corrupt.  12   In these cases, the defi n i tion of corrup tion acquires a new twist; 
misuse is now equated to suspec ted misuse of a public func tion. The age- old ques tion 
reappears: when does a gift become a bribe? With suspec ted misuse the bound ary between 
corrupt and non- corrupt actions becomes even more elusive. 

 When all these prob lems are considered, the defi n i tion of corrup tion based on the misuse 
of a public func tion seems to be in a truly parlous state. It appears inop er a tion able and thus 
beyond meas ure ment.  

  The public opinion stand ard 

 Whereas the theor et ical liter at ure dismissed the public opinion approach unce re mo ni ously, 
those engaged in meas ur ing corrup tion adopted it without much hesit a tion. Most inter na-
tional compar is ons are based on subject ive impres sions. At least the authors of the compar-
is ons and their users must believe that there is suffi  cient common under stand ing of what 
consti tutes corrup tion in the public sector to warrant the adop tion of this proced ure.  13   

 This common under stand ing has to exist locally and glob ally. The theor et ical liter at ure 
gener ally assumed there was neither.  14   Particularly the adher ents of cultural relativ ity 
perceived an unbridge able gap in atti tudes among cultures, although this notion was so 
weakly corrob or ated that it amoun ted to little more than an article of belief.  15   

 A further confu sion arose from Heidenheimer’s useful distinc tion between ‘white’, ‘grey’ 
and ‘black’ corrup tion. A major ity of the popu la tion condemns ‘black corrup tion’ and advoc-
ates punish ment. ‘Grey corrup tion’ on the other hand indic ates ambi gu ity about punish ment 
and in the case of white corrup tion people would ‘not vigor ously support an attempt to 
punish a form of corrup tion that they regarded as toler able’ (Heidenheimer 2002b: 153). 
Thus the ambi gu ity concerns punish ment, not whether an act is corrupt or not. We might 
believe an action to be wrong but still ‘not vigor ously support an attempt to punish’ 
it. Heidenheimer’s categor ies point to the area where cultural relativ ity may well play a 
signi fi c ant role, in the assess ment of the overall sever ity of a trans gres sion in view of the 
circum stances of the case, includ ing value confl icts that play out differ ently in differ ent 
cultural envir on ments. Yet his clas si fi c a tion does not preclude that people have a fairly distinct 
view on what consti tutes corrup tion.  16   

 What is the empir ical evid ence for a common under stand ing of corrupt prac tices within 
coun tries and among coun tries? Considering the import ance of this ques tion one would 
expect a barrage of surveys direc ted at it. This is not so; only the few studies that are reviewed 
in this section deal with the ques tion in a system atic way. 

 Of partic u lar interest is evid ence from coun tries with an extens ive tradi tion of gift- giving 
where corrup tion is endemic. Both a tradi tion of gift- giving and the pres ence of endemic 
corrup tion are supposed to hinder the estab lish ment of public offi ce norms or erode them 
where they have existed. For the same reasons, studies of groups exposed to endemic corrup-
tion are a crucial test of the thesis of the wide gap in atti tudes. 

 One insti tu tion where these hypo theses predict an erosion of public offi ce norms is the 
Russian police force. A survey among active police offi cers and train ees indic ates that this 
erosion does not neces sar ily take place. Only ‘speed ing off duty and showing the badge to get 
off ’ was believed to be morally accept able by a major ity of respond ents (Beck and Lee 2002: 
360). Next in the league of accept ab il ity was ‘getting a spouse’s driving licence back without 
a fi ne’ after a speed ing offence; it was found to be accept able by nearly half of those surveyed. 
A third of those surveyed thought using contacts to get an acquaint ance released from charges 
of drunken fi ght ing and accept ing a free computer after award ing a police tender were 
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morally accept able. All other activ it ies included in the study – outright bribery, taking money 
from pros ti tutes and dealers, protect ing a colleague caught selling bootleg vodka – were 
regarded as corrupt by a vast major ity (Beck and Lee 2002: 360). The authors conclude: 
‘Overtly crim inal scen arios are morally approved by only a small minor ity of police offi cers 
and train ees’ (Beck and Lee 2002: 370). This remained true ‘despite their indis put able low 
wages’ that might have made ille git im ate activ it ies morally accept ab il ity (Beck and Lee 2002: 
364). The disap proval of prac tices usually considered corrupt remained high even in an insti-
tu tion where corrup tion is endemic. 

 A Hungarian pilot study provides perhaps the oldest general popu la tion survey dealing 
with atti tudes to corrup tion. It indic ated that in an envir on ment of endemic corrup tion the 
demarc a tion of corrup tion still conformed to what would have been expec ted else where 
(Hungarian Gallup Institute 1999). Still, Hungary is a Western country, and the survey was 
far from repres ent at ive. 

 More signi fi c ant is a popu la tion survey of atti tudes in Kathmandu. It asks respond ents to 
clas sify actions that included bribing admin is trat ive offi cers to speed up processes or waive 
proced ures; enti cing tax offi  cials to reduce the amount of tax paid; indu cing police offi cers to 
abstain from issuing a ticket; bribery in govern ment procure ment; and, fi nally, nepot ism in 
public employ ment and procure ment. All these actions were deemed unac cept able. On a 
scale from one (very accept able) to fi ve (very unac cept able), ‘govern ment employee awards a 
govern ment construc tion contract to a friend’s busi ness because he is a friend’ was the most 
accept able action with a mean score of 3.83 (Truex 2010: 1136). Considering that nine out of 
thir teen actions received a score greater than 4, there is no indic a tion of the postu lated wide 
gap in atti tudes. 

 Similar fi nd ings are provided by a survey in Kazakhstan. Money reques ted by doctors and 
nurses in hospit als to ensure proper care (in addi tion to the offi  cial payments), a gift by a 
student to a univer sity professor in order to infl u ence his grade, a company giving money to 
a govern ment offi  cial to avoid waiting in a long queue or to avoid paying taxes, a gift to a 
judge at the begin ning of a court case and a payment to a police man to avoid a fi ne were all 
considered by a major ity of the respond ents as defi n itely corrupt (World Bank 2002: 69). 
These assess ments were shared by all the differ ent groups of respond ents – house holds, enter-
prises and public offi  cials. 

 Further evid ence of opin ions comes from the World Values Survey (2011).  17   It asks 
respond ents to rank the state ment ‘someone accept ing a bribe in the course of their duties’ on 
a scale ranging from never justi fi  able (1) to always justi fi  able (10). In fi fty of the fi fty- fi ve 
coun tries, the major ity of the popu la tion found bribery was never justi fi  able. As is to be 
expec ted, the vari ation in the percent age of those who think bribery is never justi fi  able 
is large, ranging from Jordan (95.3 per cent) to Thailand (28.3 per cent).  18   Nevertheless, 
this high level of condem na tion emer ging from raw data is a ringing endorse ment of the 
univer sal ity of a prac tice at the core of corrup tion. 

 The most compre hens ive evid ence support ing the view of the exist ence of a common 
under stand ing of corrupt prac tices comes from the Afrobarometer survey cover ing eight een 
sub-Saharan coun tries. It not only shows that bureau cratic corrup tion, the petty extor tion 
by govern ment offi  cials, is strongly condemned, but that nepot ism is equally strongly 
disap proved of by major it ies in each country, often large ones. Perhaps most surpris ing is 
the solid condem na tion of clien tel istic prac tices by a large major ity of the popu la tion 
(Afrobarometer Network 2006: 13; see  Table 2.1 ). 

 This evid ence indic ates that endemic corrup tion does not neces sar ily acquire norm at ive 
force. It is not the case that once corrup tion ‘becomes suffi  ciently wide spread as to consti tute 



D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

B
y:

 1
0.

3.
98

.9
3 

A
t: 

15
:5

7 
27

 A
ug

 2
01

9;
 F

or
: 9

78
13

15
73

91
75

, c
ha

pt
er

2,
 1

0.
43

24
/9

78
13

15
73

91
75

.c
h2

Oskar Kurer

38

a normal rather than an excep tional mode of beha viour, it ceases to exist’ (Caiden and Caiden 
1977: 302). The propos i tion, apart from being theor et ic ally dubious, is also empir ic ally 
unsound.  19   

 The empir ical evid ence, patchy as it is, strongly suggests a common under stand ing of 
corrup tion: actions or prac tices are iden ti fi ed as corrupt even in envir on ments where cultural 
relativ ity theory predicts them to be morally accept able. This common ground might still 
leave large areas of disagree ments and may throw up unex pec ted results. Thus an observer 
concluded from a survey of the Chinese liter at ure on corrup tion that ‘a core of consensus 
converges on corrup tion’s basic attrib utes’ which ‘corres ponds mainly to the “univer sal” 
features of corrup tion emphas ized in the English language liter at ure’ (Sun 2001: 263). 
However, a number of prac tices were considered corrupt in China and not in the West (Sun 
2001: 248).  20    

  Common under stand ing of corrup tion 

 How can this common under stand ing of corrupt prac tices be explained? It will hardly result 
from long chains of deduct ive reas on ing start ing with the public interest such as ideal forms 
of demo cra cies from which corrupt partic u lar prac tices are derived. 

 The evol u tion of the concept of corrup tion provides some hints. Noonan traces it to 
the Middle East, where in Mesopotamia and Egypt ‘from the fi fteenth century B.C. on, 
there has been a concep tion that could be rendered in English as “bribe”, or a gift that 
perverts judg ment’ (1984: 13–14). Bribery and corrup tion, he shows, are notions that have 
been with us since antiquity and have been debated in state (for example, Rome) and 
(Catholic) church ever since. Noonan also demon strates the close link of its evol u tion to 
the role of the judge, a role demand ing impar tial judge ment that is constantly threatened 
by conven tional gift- giving prac tices, conces sions to personal prox im ity and personal 
advant age (Kurer 2005: 229). This role and the asso ci ated prin ciple of impar tial action are 
under stood every where as an element of the special duty of public func tions, even in undif-
fer en ti ated soci et ies (Kurer 2005: 229). Corruption as misuse of a public func tion is 
univer sally under stood because of the univer sal ity of prin ciple of impar ti al ity embod ied in 
public offi ce roles. 

 This leads back to ques tion of how to circum scribe misuse and brings us to the last defi n-
i tion of this chapter. Misuse involves viol a tions of norms of impar ti al ity. If polit ics is seen as 

    Table 2.1     Defi ning corrup tion  

 For each of the follow ing, please indic ate whether 
you think the act is not wrong at all, wrong but 
under stand able, or wrong and punish able. 

 Not 
wrong 
at all 

 Wrong but 
under stand able 

 Wrong and 
punish able 

Don’t 
know

 A public offi  cial decides to locate a devel op ment 
project in an area where his friends and support ers 
lived 

 13%  24%  61% 2%

 A govern ment offi  cial gives a job to someone from 
his family who does not have adequate qual i fi c a tions 

 5%  18%  75% 2%

 A govern ment offi  cial demands a favour or an addi-
tional payment for some service that is part of his job 

 5%  16%  77% 2%

 Source: Afrobarometer Network, 2006. ‘Citizens and the State in Africa’. New Results from 
Afrobarometer Round 3, Table 5.1. 
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‘who gets what, when, and how’ (Lasswell 1936), corrup tion can then be viewed in distributive 
terms, as viol a tions of norms govern ing the distri bu tion of rights and duties. To put it 
differ ently, polit ical func tion ar ies might discrim in ate in the alloc a tion of rights and duties in 
ways that violate distributive norms. A defi n i tion of corrup tion as unfair discrim in a tion 
emerges: public func tion ar ies viol at ing non- discrim in a tion norms govern ing the alloc a tion 
of rights and resources includ ing, of course, access to the polit ical process (Kurer 2005: 
230). 

 The form such norms take will vary from society to society. That the sale of tax- farms in 
eight eenth century France was not considered corrupt does not speak against such a defi n i-
tion, and it is obvi ously a valid project to look for forms of corrup tion specifi c to demo cra cies. 
However, over these obvious differ ences the simil ar it ies in the inter pret a tion of misuse ought 
not be forgot ten: the misuse of public funds, peddling polit ical and admin is trat ive infl u ence 
and enga ging in nepot ism by favour ing those socially close and discrim in at ing against those 
more able.  21   These topics have been debated for centur ies in a wide range of coun tries, and 
with this much common ground it is not surpris ing that compar able social circum stances 
throw up similar views of corrupt prac tices, simil ar it ies that are suffi  cient to gener ate valid 
inter na tional compar is ons of corrup tion.  

  Conclusion 

 Corruption, at its most general, is a devi ation from a stand ard – phys ical, personal, social, 
polit ical, cultural. Unsurprisingly, many stand ards have been defi ned whose viol a tions were 
said to consti tute corrup tion and undoubtedly more will be iden ti fi ed in the future. 

 The choice of the scope of a defi n i tion is neces sar ily prag matic. The focus of the chapter 
has been on the misuse of a public func tion or the viol a tion of a public duty. Extending the 
scope of corrup tion to the private sector reduces the chance of an agree ment on the bound-
ar ies of corrup tion even more as the diffi  culties of determ in ing its attrib utes mount. The 
concen tra tion on the public sector is warran ted further more because the public has a greater 
interest in public than private corrup tion. 

 How to defi ne a misuse? There are only two plaus ible candid ates, the public- interest and 
public- opinion stand ards. The public- interest approach suffers from the diffi  culty how to 
defi ne the stand ard whose devi ation consti tutes misuse; oper a tion ab il ity presup poses an 
agree ment on the ‘public interest’, some thing which is unlikely to be forth com ing. The 
public- opinion stand ard on the other hand presumes some common under stand ing of corrupt 
prac tices. Contrary to what has been expec ted, there is a substan tial body of evid ence that 
such a common under stand ing exists. 

 This common under stand ing provides suffi  cient ground for mean ing ful inter na tional 
meas ures. It is based on viol a tions of equity norms guiding the distri bu tion of rights and 
duties of public func tion ar ies and their subjects and it has a long history. The impar ti al ity 
deman ded of a judge is the archetyp ical example of such a norm, but misap pro pri ation of 
resources, inap pro pri ate infl u ence on govern ment decisions or nepot ism have all tradi tion ally 
been topics in the polit ical discourse on the misuse of polit ical power. In view of this shared 
tradi tion the common under stand ing of the concept of polit ical corrup tion as misuse of public 
func tions and of a substant ive set of prac tices is hardly surpris ing.  
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   Notes 

    1   To use Schumpeter’s termin o logy (1976: 250).  
   2   The issue will be taken up when public- interest defi n i tions are eval u ated.  
   3   Largely because of its use by the World Bank.  
   4   This is not to say that the public may not suffer from private- to-private corrup tion. If a private 

hospital employee is induced by a bribe to buy medic a tion without active ingredi ents, patients 
suffer. At the same time, where market forces operate, the owner of the hospital has a strong 
incent ive to correct the abuse even without public inter ven tion.  

   5   At least accord ing to action theory that distin guishes ‘action’ from ‘beha viour’. The latter includes 
refl ex ive actions, or more gener ally beha viour not involving inten tions.  

   6   A point made, for example, by Nye (2002).  
   7   If the actors expect neither direct nor indir ect gains, e.g., enhanced status, bonuses, or earlier 

promo tion because of higher clear- up rates.  
   8   The agree ment on a broad view of who performs a public func tion does obvi ously not imply an agree-

ment on what consti tutes corrup tion. Whether such an agree ment exists is discussed later in the chapter.  
   9   The criti cism does not deny, of course, that such propos als are import ant contri bu tions to this 

process of contest a tion or norm creation.  
  10   As has been pointed out long ago by Heidenheimer in the precursor volumes to Heidenheimer and 

Johnston (2002).  
  11   What in a demo cratic context Thompson confus ingly called ‘insti tu tional corrup tion’, the ille git-

im ate infl u ence viol at ing insti tu tional norms that protect the demo cratic process (1995: 167).  
  12   For a discus sion of this issue see Warren (2006).  
  13   Objective meas ures such as the expos ure to extor tion suffer from the same problem, in so far as the 

prac tices in the survey must be considered corrupt every where.  
  14   See, for example, Gardiner (1993: 32).  
  15   It was not uncom mon to ask those who were involved in dubious prac tices to assess the moral ity of 

their action (Kurer 2005: 227–9).  
  16   As has been argued by Gardiner (1993: 33). On confound ing the percep tion of corrup tion and 

corrup tion toler ance, see Chang and Kerr (2009: 5).  
  17   World Values Survey, Third Round, Question 201.  
  18   Rwanda (49.2 per cent), Zambia (40.3 per cent), Serbia (38.7 per cent), Malaysia (35.5 per cent), 

Thailand (28.3 per cent). When the strin gency of the condem na tion of the rejec tion is relaxed and 
the fi rst three data points are added (1 to 3), only Serbia falls below 50 per cent.  

  19   There is no law of nature why endemic prac tices ought to be norm at ively sanc tioned.  
  20   According to Sun, the notion of corrup tion ‘extends to private beha viour of public offi  cials, i.e. 

beha viour that viol ates moral conven tions of society’ as well as to harming society’s interests even 
if, as in case of bureau cratic negli gence, it does not lead to a private gain (2001: 248).  

  21   Considering, for example, the liter at ure on ‘dissip a tion’ or, less Eurocentric, the norms regu lat ing 
the spend ing of African tribal chiefs (Schapera 1956: 102).    
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