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THE POWER OF CORRUPTION
Sandipto Dasgupta

Politics, one hears, is a dirty busi ness. This dirt, one also 
hears, is not uni ver sally dis trib uted across all  po lit i cal 
spaces. In the parts of the world that are var i ously called 
“global South,” “Third World,” or “de vel op ing coun
tries,” pol i tics seems es pe cially dirty. This con ver sa
tion has a glob al/com par a tive di men sion wherein these 
countries are viewed as be ing more prone to cor rup tion 
in pub lic life com pared to the ad vanced cap i tal ist coun
tries of the West. From ev ery day an ec dotes to the in flu
en tial rank ings of Transparency International and the 
World Bank, one can fnd fre quent con fr ma tion for this 
view. The con ver sa tion also has a lo cal di men sion: “cor
rup tion” or “crime” is of en the most prominent is sue in 
the po lit i cal sphere of these countries, overshadowing 
the usual sus pects such as fs cal pol icy or se cu ri ty. This 
ver sion of the con ver sa tion gen er ally os cil lates be tween 
the contrasting poles of righ teous an ger and resigned 
ac cep tance.

This co hab i ta tion of an ger and res ig na tion point to 
a par a dox that in forms much of so cial sci en tifc in quiry 
into the wide spread phe nom e non of cor rup tion and 
crim i nal ity in the de moc ra cies of the global South. Cor
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ruption is widely ac knowl edged to be a prob lem, even 
an ur gent and cat a strophic one, by both lo cal and global 
ac tors. Unlike other so cio po lit i cal ills, it is nei ther 
ig nored by pow er ful voices (like in equal i ty), nor a mat
ter of par ti san con tes ta tion (like sec u lar ism or eth nic 
con flicts). It is con stantly condemned in ed i to ri als and 
po lit i cal cam paigns, and uni ver sally la mented by pres
i dents and pun dits. Yet it per sists with no dis cern able 
im prove ment through suc ces sive re gimes. The ques
tion, then, is, How can such a widely de spised phe nom
e non con tinue so un trou bled by all  the at ten tion?

To view this sit u a tion as ap par ently par a dox i cal 
re quires a cou ple of sta ble as sump tions shared by most 
so cial sci en tists and pol icy mak ers, the frst of which 
con cerns the na ture of the mod ern state. The state 
be came mod ern by be com ing both func tion ally dis
tinct and delimited in its sphere of ac tiv i ty. The ac tiv ity 
of mak ing proft or ma te rial gains is meant for the “pri
vate” sphere, that of the mar ket, while the func tion ar ies 
of the state act as “pub lic” of  cials. They main tain neu
tral ity and pro ce dural for mal ity in their ac tions visà
vis pri vate ac tors, mak ing de ci sions only on the ba sis of 
the “pub lic good.” Corruption is a dis tor tion of this ide
al, whereby the power of the pub lic of ce is uti lized to 
make pri vate gains. In the pro cess, it dis torts the nor mal 
func tion ing of the mar ket by il le git i mately in ter ven ing 
in it (e.g., al lo cat ing re sources based not on qual i f ca
tion or mer it, but as a re sult of bribes).

The sec ond as sump tion con cerns the na ture of 
de moc ra cy, which is de fned as a sys tem in which the 
only route to state power is through com pet i tive and 
un prej u diced elec tions. In such a sys tem, vot ers are 
meant to pun ish bad ac tors and re ward good ones. In 
turn, they es tab lish an in cen tive struc ture for pol i ti
cians, whose main goal is to win elec tions. Since cor rup
tion is widely de rid ed, beneft ting a hand ful of pri vate 
ac tors to the det ri ment of the ma jor ity and the “pub lic 
good,” a func tion ing de moc racy should take swif and 
ro bust ac tion against cor rupt be hav ior.

In the vast ma jor ity of the so cial sci en tifc lit er a
ture, the per sis tence of cor rup tion in the de moc ra cies 
of the global South can be un der stood as the fail ure of 
one or both of those ide als to be re al ized. Either the state 
is in suf  ciently de vel oped or the dem o cratic sys tem is 
in suf  ciently func tion al. With regard to the for mer, we 
are told that the state in the global South is still lag ing 
in its de vel op men tal tra jec to ry. Lacking the ca pac ity to 
en force the rule of law with the nec es sary de gree of uni
for mity and neu tral i ty, it is thereby un able to fully dif
fer en ti ate itself from so ci ety and its myr iad group iden

ti ties, pa tron age ties, and per sonal bonds. With regard 
to the lat ter, we get a sim i lar anal y sis re gard ing the dys
func tion of the dem o cratic pro cess, with vot ers be ing 
ei ther un in formed, poor, or lacking in civic vir tues to 
ef ec tively hold pol i ti cians ac count able.

In two re cent books, Steven Pierce and Milan 
Vaishnav—de spite their very dif er ent dis ci plin ary 
back grounds, meth od o log i cal com mit ments, and geo
graph i cal fo cus—com pli cate this more or less fa mil iar 
frame work for the dis cus sion of il le gal ity in pol i tics. The 
very dif er ent ways in which they go about do ing so set 
up an in ter est ing, and crit i cal, di a logue.

The over arch ing am bi tion for Pierce, in Moral Econ
omies of Corruption: State Formation and Political Culture 
in Nigeria, is a crit i cal one. He cri tiques the sta ble sets 
of as sump tions men tioned above that un der lie much of 
the schol ar ship on cor rup tion. The book does not seek 
to pro vide a causal ac count of cor rup tion in Nigerian 
pol i tics, but rather to an a lyze the dis course of cor rup
tion. The cen tral claim in it is that one can not sep a rate 
an in ci dence of cor rup tion from the way cor rup tion is 
spo ken about. That is, one can not take cor rup tion to be 
a par tic u lar kind of phe nom e non, de fned unproblem
atically in le gal/tech no cratic terms (e.g., us ing pub lic 
of ce for pri vate gains), and view the way cor rup tion 
is discussed as a post facto re ac tion to that phe nom e
non. Instead, there is a poly va lence in the way acts are 
la beled as cor rupt, and it is worth in ves ti gat ing the shif
ing cur rents of how, through which acts, by whom, and 
when such a la bel ing takes place. Instead of a re ac tive 
ac knowl edg ment of a predefned phe nom e non, the dis
course of cor rup tion should be un der stood as en abling 
and gen er a tive, as one that gen er ates a par tic u lar feld of 
pol i tics. The dis course of cor rup tion does a spe cif  cally 
“po lit i cal work.”1 The book, then, is, as Pierce writes in 
the in tro duc tion, a “his tory of the prac ti cal poly va lence 
of cor rup tion dis course” as well as a “his tory of the 
po lit i cal work ‘cor rup tion’ has done in Nigeria” (20, 21).

Pierce, then, is not so much in ter ested in pro vid
ing an an swer to an al ready for mu lated ques tion (Why 
is Nigeria cor rupt?), but in stead chal leng ing the terms 
through which that ques tion is posed (What does it 
mean to say that Nigeria is cor rupt?). The book is not 
one big causal claim build ing up through suc ces sive 
chap ters, but a col lec tion of in ter re lated path ways to 
un set tle the frame work through which so cial sci en tists 
un der stand cor rup tion. To take one such ex am ple that 
I found to be par tic u larly fas ci nat ing, the word (many) 
Hausa speak ers most com monly use to de scribe in ci
dents that Pierce (and we) would be in clined to call 
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“cor rup tion” is zalunci, a word whose most ac cu rate 
En glish trans la tion is “op pres sion” (160). Pierce takes 
this as the starting point for a com pel ling dis cus sion of 
how the nor ma tive uni verse of the dis course of cor rup
tion in Nigeria does not re volve around clearly marked 
lines denoting which ac tions are disallowed by law or 
eth ics. Rather, it is about a wider “moral econ o my” 
re gard ing the re la tion ship and ob li ga tions of the state 
to the cit i zen. Instead of cata log ing illegalities, cor rup
tion marks the sense that some thing has gone wrong 
in the life of the coun try. This la bel ing fluc tu ates with 
re gions, party af l i a tions, ma te rial con di tions, and the 
pas sage of time. Corruption, in other words, operates 
within a com plex “web of val ues” rather than on an uni
di men sional axis of juridicotech no cratic def  ni tion. 
Reading cor rup tion in this light, he ar gues, can be the 
“source for a cul tural his tory of pol i tics.”

The sub stan tive fo cus of Vaishnav’s study, When 
Crime Pays: Money and Muscle in In dian Politics, is dif
fer ent from Pierce’s. While Pierce is in ter ested in f nan
cial malfeasance, Vaishnav is in ter ested in “se ri ous” 
acts of vi o lent crimes (e.g., mur der, ab duc tion, rape) 
by suc cess ful po lit i cal ac tors2—that is, the in creas ingly 
fre quent ex am ple of ac tors who could ac cu rately be 
called pro fes sional crim i nals, with lengthy lists of se ri
ous crim i nal acts to their names, be ing elected (and 
reelected) in com pet i tive elec tions. The real dif er ence 
be tween Pierce and Vaishnav, how ev er, lies not in their 
sub stan tive fo cus, but in the de gree of their com mit
ment to chal leng ing the sta ble so cial sci en tifc frame
works we be gan with. Vaishnav does not ex plic itly take 
is sue with those frame works and in stead seeks to con
test some of the sub stan tive an swers they gen er ate. 
That is, he wants to pro vide so phis ti cated and em pir i
cally driven ra tio nales for the de vi a tions from the norm 
that is crim i nal ity in pol i tics, rather than chal lenge the 
ba sis of that norm itself.

Vaishnav draws upon that frame work to de fne 
(elec tor al) pol i tics. He de scribes it as a mar ket, in which 
the po lit i cal parties are sell ers, and vot ers are the buy
ers. Criminality is a mar ket dis tor tion. His goal is to 
pro vide a ra tio nal ex pla na tion for why this dis tor tion 
arises and per sists. This re quires one to in ves ti gate both 
the sup ply (why parties put for ward crim i nals as can di
dates) and the de mand (why vot ers vote for them) side. 
The “core rea son” for the sup ply is mon ey—with crim
i nals be ing ca pa ble of rais ing the kind of money that is 
in creas ingly crit i cal to elec tions in In dia given the opac
ity of the fundraising pro cess. However, ar gu  ably the 
more in ter est ing con tri bu tion of the book is its ex pla

na tion of the de mand side, which in turn ex plains bet ter 
why the sup ply ex ists.

The an swer to the de mand ques tion is com plex—
and re quires a jour ney through the frac tur ing of the 
In dian po lit i cal space from the sev en ties af er the 
eclipse of the he ge mony of the Congress par ty, a map 
of the caste hi er ar chy, and the fail ings of the In dian 
jus tice sys tem. Vaishnav’s frst move is re vi sion ary. He 
chal lenges the idea that what ex plains the In dian vot
er’s pro cliv ity to elect crim i nals into pub lic of ce is 
in suf  cient in for ma tion and ed u ca tion re gard ing crim
i nal be hav ior—the socalled ig no rant voter hy poth e
sis. This be lief lies at the heart of many an ti cor rup tion 
ini tia tives that fo cus on ar eas such as civic ed u ca tion, 
the right to in for ma tion, and trans par en cy, all  op er at
ing within the over arch ing no tion that de moc ra cies, 
when func tion ing prop er ly, lead to greater ac count
abil i ty. Instead, Vaishnav ar gues pro voc a tively (through 
im pres sive em pir i cal ev i dence) that vot ers are well 
aware of the crim i nal pasts (and pres ents) of can di dates 
and vote for them not de spite but of en be cause of it. The 
rea son they do so can be bro ken down into three parts. 
The frst two are back ground con di tions: “weak rule of 
law” and mean ing ful “so cial di vi sions.” Given the pres
ence of these two con di tions, he says, “vot ers of en have 
an in cen tive to re ward pol i ti cians whose crim i nal bona 
fdes serves as a sig nal of their en hanced ca pac ity and 
will ing ness to do what ever it takes to pro tect their sup
port ers’ in ter ests” (168). In the ab sence of a path way to 
sat isfy in ter ests through the established le gal paths of 
me di a tion, cit i zens (as vot ers) look for path ways out
side of it. A can di date’s crim i nal prow ess then acts as a 
sig nal of his abil ity to ne go ti ate suc cess fully the murky 
ter rain of il le gal i ty.

In their cri tique—in very dif er ent ways—of the sim
ple le gal is tic frame work of cor rup tion, these au thors 
seek to bring the dis cus sion on cor rup tion within the 
am bit of pol i tics. Both ar gue that cor rup tion is cen tral 
to po lit i cal life in In dia and Nigeria, and its dis cus sion 
can not be sep a rated from a larger dis cus sion of the 
so cio po lit i cal struc ture. Following this an a lyt i cal lead, 
the ques tion that arises is one re gard ing pow er. Poli
tics, to a large ex tent, con cerns the re la tions of power 
in a given space. Taking up the chal lenge to think cor
rup tion po lit i cal ly, one won ders what role cor rup tion 
plays in shap ing, maintaining, or disrupting those 
re la tions of pow er. It is in this regard, that one feels 
that one can take up the prov o ca tions of ered in these 
books to think be yond where they draw their con clud
ing lines.
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For Pierce, the ques tion be comes whether a scholar 
of cor rup tion can step out side the com plex and ev er
shifing dis cur sive net work of cor rup tion to of er such 
an ac count. In one of the more in ter est ing parts of his 
book, he speaks of how cor rup tion both pre sup poses 
and dis rupts the ideo log i cal work of the state—state 
eff ect is the term he uses —to ap pear as an im per son al, 
normbound ac tor. Yet his lifing of this ideo log i cal veil 
re veals con tin gency and pri vate crimes, rather than pat
terns of power re la tions. For Vaishnav, the prob lem of 
power ap pears in a more di rect way. He de votes the last 
third of his book to a pan o ply of le gal and in sti tu tional 
re form pro pos als to di min ish crim i nal ity in pol i tics. 
Given the deep and com plex en trench ment of crim i nal
ity that he him self had de scribed in such de tail ear lier 
in the book, cut ting through all  parties and re gions, one 
won ders, What could pos si bly mo ti vate such re forms? 
What ex actly are the sub ject po si tions and sources of 
power of the agents who are to un der take these rather 
farreaching changes?

It is worth ask ing these ques tions, since the books 
them selves im plic itly ges ture to ward pos si ble paths of 
in quiry along those lines. Some of the more ab sorb ing 
parts of Vaishnav’s book con sist of in di vid u al ized por
traits he sketches of var i ous no ta ble crim i nal pol i ti cians 
(es pe cially from Bihar and Andhra Pradesh, the pri mary 
sites of his feld work). A nearcon stant theme in these 
de scrip tions is how al most all  of the crim i nals in Bihar 
be gan their jour ney through pri vate forces or ga nized 
to sup press lefwing peas ant mo bi li za tions against 
dom i nant land own ing groups, with a sim i lar pat tern in 
Andhra Pradesh. One can add to that the fact that the 
Shiv Sena, an other prominent pres ence in the book, 
be gan as a re ac tion to the in flu ence of the la bor unions 
among the work ing clas ses in Mumbai. The dol ing out of 
nom i nal char ity among their con stit u ents has led to the 
ep i thet “Robin Hood” be ing reg u larly used to de scribe 
crim i nal pol i ti cians in the In dian me dia—a de scrip tion 
that Vaishnav cites in the book (20, 75, 106, 289). How
ever, it would ap pear that their or i gin story is linked to 
maintaining existing so cial hi er ar chies rather than any 
re dis trib u tive sub ver sions of the so cial or der. Vaishnav 
cites a wellknown com ment by an In dian prime min
is ter that only 15 per cent of the re sources intended for 
so cial wel fare reach the poor (66). Corruption, in this 
case, ac tively ne gates any re dis trib u tive agen da. There 
are two in ter est ing dis cus sions in the book where these 
themes could have be come rel e vant: one re gard ing 
so cial dom i na tion (in chap ter 5) and an other on why 
con stit u en cies re served for Dalits (the most dis ad van

taged group in the In dian caste hi er ar chy) see a strik
ing de cline in crim i nal pol i ti cians. But Vaishnav opts 
for “com pe ti tion” as the key an a lyt i cal axis for both 
ar eas of dis cus sion, (i.e., com pe ti tion among dom i nant 
groups for the for mer, and the lack of com pe ti tion [due 
to res er va tion] for the lat ter) rather than hi er ar chy and 
pow er. From Pierce’s work, one gets a sim i lar sense of 
the re la tions of pow er, and con trol over the dis tri bu
tion of key re sources (es pe cially oil and land), that play 
a part in the Nigerian sto ry. Pierce is aware of this. In 
the in tro duc tion he writes, “The use of the term [cor
rup tion] lies at the cen ter of how moral ques tions about 
dis tri bu tions of pub lic goods are ne go ti at ed” (4). His 
main fo cus—this is not a crit i cism but an ac knowl edg
ment—how ev er, is on the dis cur sive di men sion, which 
there fore al lows one to pur sue some fur ther an a lyt i cal 
connecting of dots.

That path might lead to re think ing the ba sic prem
ises with which we be gan this es say. The co hab i ta tion of 
de moc racy and cor rup tion seems puz zling only if we 
con sider de moc racy pri mar ily as a sys tem for choos ing 
the best pub lic of  cials and hold ing them ac count able. 
Democracy, how ev er, is also a form of gen er at ing pow
er, de mand ing pub lic con trol over de ci sions on how 
re sources are used and dis trib ut ed, a form of power 
that has, his tor i cal ly, been a mat ter of con cern and mis
giv ing for those at the top of existing so cial hi er ar chies. 
Criminality and cor rup tion, on the ev i dence these two 
books pres ent, seem to run counter to that de mand—
work ing in the ser vice of existing struc tures of dom i
nance and hi er ar chies against the tides of dem o cratic 
mo bi li za tions. They are a re ac tion to the dem o cratic 
po ten tial not just to gen er ate pub lic goods but also to 
make goods pub lic. Under cer tain con di tions, such coun
ter moves as sume cruder forms re quir ing looting and 
mur der. Under other con di tions, they can be achieved 
by en sur ing that the im per sonal norms of the state are 
sub tly bent to the will of the pow er ful—turn ing pub lic 
goods into pri vate prof t. Corruptions ap pear, in this 
al tered frame work, not as dis tor tions of the dem o cratic 
mar ket place, but as ma neu vers of count erdem o cratic 
pow er.

The tech no cratic dis course of cor rup tion ends up 
iso lat ing in ci dences of cor rupt or crim i nal be hav ior as 
dysfunctionalities in the sys tem and of in di vid u ated 
in stances of malfeasance. To take the threads of these 
books se ri ously re quires us to chal lenge that act of 
iso la tion, to sit u ate cor rup tion within a larger dis cus
sion of how hi er ar chies and dom i na tions are per pet u
ated in po lit i cal and so cial life, and to ques tion the wall 
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of sep a ra tion be tween so cial and po lit i cal power that 
such an iso la tion pre sumes and hence per pet u ates. 
Corruption, as a phe nom e non un der stood in its true 
breadth of en tan gle ments, shows us that the pub lic of 
cials are not ab stracted from pri vate power re la tions in 
so ci e ty, and pri vate ac tors are not be ref of pub lic po lit
i cal capacities. When talking about cor rup tion, it is nec
es sary to also talk about who wields power and how, and 
to of er an ti cor rup tion ini tia tives not sim ply as pack
ages of tech no cratic “re forms” and civic ed u ca tion, but 
as a part of broader dem o cratic move ments that seek to 
chal lenge those existing re la tions of pow er.

Sandipto Dasgupta is an as sis tant pro fes sor of pol i tics 
at the New School.

Notes
1. Pierce, Moral Economies of Corruption, 21. Further ref er ences will be 
cited par en thet i cally in the text.

2. Vaishnav, When Crime Pays, 9. Further ref er ences will be cited par
en thet i cally in the text.
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CRIME, POLITICS, AND THE FUTURE OF IN DIA’S 
DEMOCRACY
Milan Vaishnav

The re view es says by Sunila S. Kale, Sandipto Dasgupta, 
and Mi chael J. Watts on my book, When Crime Pays: 
Money and Muscle in In dian Politics, and Steven Pierce’s 
Moral Economies of Corruption: State Formation and Politi
cal Culture in Nigeria raise a num ber of the o ret i cally 
in ter est ing ques tions about cor rup tion, crim i nal i ty, and 
their his tor i cal embeddedness. In par tic u lar, they force 
a re think ing of the com monly ac cepted no tion that in 
many con texts the state, far from be ing seen as the rem
edy to cit i zens’ core griev ances, is the very source of the 
griev ance to be gin with. Paradoxically, elected rep re
sen ta tives who helm the state ap pa ra tus are of en the 
only ac tors with the au thor ity and del e gated pow ers to 

re form the state, some thing that they have few in cen
tives to do.

My book When Crime Pays tries to pro vide a frame
work for un der stand ing why onethird of elected par
lia men tar i ans in In dia are un der crim i nal in dict ment 
at the time of their elec tion. This nexus of crime and 
pol i tics is pres ent in both state and na tional pol i tics; is 
geo graph i cally wide spread; af icts parties across the 
po lit i cal spec trum; and ap pears to be grow ing, rather 
than shrink ing, at a time when in for ma tion about the 
pri vate lives of In dia’s po lit i cal class is more wide spread 
than ever be fore.

In her re view, Kale makes an im por tant in ter ven
tion that re quires dis cus sion here. She ar gues that one 
po ten tial ex pla na tion for crime in mod ern In dian pol i
tics can be found in the co lo nial pe ri od, when the law 
was a “weapon wielded to con trol pop u la tions, ter ri
to ry, and trade in the ser vice of an in eq ui ta ble co lo nial 
or der.” As such, it is per haps no sur prise that In di ans do 
not seem both ered by po lit i cal can di dates who reg u
larly run afoul of the law. Kale is most cer tainly right on 
this score: for many In di ans, the state is an ob sta cle that 
needs to be circumvented or ma nip u lat ed, as op posed 
to a pop u lar en abler that can be harnessed with ease. 
Therefore, many vot ers per ceive crim i nal pol i ti cians 
who are will ing to throw their weight around to “get 
things done” as a po ten tial life line. This ar gu ment is also 
in sync with Pierce’s con ten tion in his book on Nigeria 
that cor rup tion in that Af ri can coun try has an ex pressly 
per for ma tive as pect to it; vot ers are rarely ig no rant 
about their pol i ti cians’ pre di lec tions, but they may fnd 
ra tio nal rea sons to down play or dis count them.

There can be no more tell ing ex am ple of an his tor
i cally distrusted state in sti tu tion than the In dian po lice, 
whose op er a tions are still guided by the Police Act of 
1861, a co lo nialera law enacted by a for eign im pe rial 
power more concerned with co erc ing sub jects than 
pro vid ing com mu nity po lic ing for cit i zens. As a re sult, 
many In di ans con tinue to view the po lice as the crim i
nal en ti ty, not the lawbreaking pol i ti cian who is will ing 
to use his or her clout to get lo cal po lice of  cials to reg is
ter their com plaints (which of en fall on deaf ears, es pe
cially if you hail from the “wrong” caste or com mu ni ty). 
Although When Crime Pays does not dwell on the deep 
his tor i cal leg a cies that con trib ute to to day’s mar riage 
be tween crime and pol i tics, the con clud ing chap ter does 
make ref er ence to the en dur ing, pathde pen dent leg acy 
of the za min dar (land lord). In many parts of In dia, the 
za min dar dou bled as the lo cal state—dis pens ing jus
tice, collecting rev e nue, and pro vid ing lo cal or der. The 
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