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Introduction
Critique of the micro-definition of corruption.

The term ‘corruption’ is serhantically opaque. Its contemporary use to describe ‘vena-
lity in high places’ is derived from an archaic sense of ‘moral decay’ as applied in the con-
text of the political community (the supposed embodiment of the ‘general interest’). The
continuity of the extended with the archaic core meaning is, however, broken by the very
distance between general and particular, public and private, in the two applications of the
concept. To interpret, for example, a minister and a taxi-driver as both being corrupt in
the same sense, it must be additionally specified whether that sense is official or personal,
In fact, once the macro-logic of state power is alluded to, the micro-definition’s individual
frame of reference seems to be bracketed or neutralised; in any event, the purely moral
reading is no longer the expected (technically, the ;unmarked’) one, The phrase ‘official
corruption’ seems to underlie most instances of the single word; what is corrupted (in the
current linguistic world-view) is no longer integrity but, in effect, authority.

From the Weberian standpaint ofinstitutional power apparatuses, corrupted anthority
should lead to tiwes kinds of legitimation crisis depending on the type of political domi-
nation practiced by we corrupted figure. According to the ideal typology, charismatic
‘authority when corrupted cannot lead to the delegitimation of any political order, only
ot thé individual claiming such authority. Corruption of traditional authority, on the
other hand, would lead to a crisis of custom, and corruption of legal-rational autho-
rity calls into question what Habermas (1979:185) describes as procedural or reflective
legitimacy. Even overooking the evolutionist inspiration of this schema, it remains
highly speculative in grounding legitimacy in belief/intention structures. To elevats these
subjective criteria as the standard of legitimacy is simply to postpone the day when
their relation to the ‘general interest’ must be defined. This was the problem faced
by the early Marxist concept of alienation, and previously answered “, . . from species
being”, although this solution is not as objective as it may have first appeared. Habermas
appeals to the Weberian framework but deepens it by postulating a historical sequence of
cognitively-based levels of justification of the three-part domination-typology, which he
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also subdivides into seven stages of moral conscilousness’ (1979: 89).

I think that these approaches to legitimacy demonstrate the hold which the moral defi-
nition of corruption continues to exercise over social theory. But why does the concept
of comuption continue to fall back into its etymological mold? Why should a breach of
official behaviour be reduced to a violation of the ‘impersonal bureaucratic ideal’, or the
«reflective norms (principles) of competing general and particular interpretations of needs”

in Habermas’ reformulation (1979:83)? Evidently;a persistently micrological approach is
equences of that approach include the proposi-

common to all action theories. The cons
tion that any excess of corruption in the Third World over what obtainsin the West should

be ascribed to the failure of ‘modernising rationality’ here.!

In what follows I try the opposite course: to explain the evidently localised nature of
corruption in West and non-West by identifying the different contradictions which it
expresses in each region of the world system. Thus corruption’s, and legitimation’s, lack
of a universal practice is tied to the varying form of the state (as an embodiment of con-
tradictions at the macro-level). Then the functions of corruption in the neocolonial state
are not eternal although they can be seen as characteristic.

In general, I tie the concept of corruption to that of state power; the corrupt indivi-
dual is an inherently political actor in the same sense that Marx (1843/1963) called the
bourgeois economy of civil society a political economy. Any theory of corruption should,

* in short, account for its political—economic effects. In the case of Nigeria, Nzimiro (mss.
a, b) notes that the major internal function of corruption is to finance national/political
parties, while the major external one is *o render the national bourgeoisie dependent on
multinational corporations; the unity of the two functions is an? external contradiction,
exemplifying the disequilibria of imperialism. In the following five sections I attempt
to continue this task by moving through successive approximations of the role of corrup-
tion in reproducing the moments of the Nigerian state. This analysis is not static, and the
contingent outc.me of theelegitimation crises of both West and non-West depends on the
suppression or resolution of the contradictions of each. Corruption,I claim, poses & grea-
ter threat to the legitimacy of peripheral/Third World regimes, than to that of central/
Western ones, precisely because the former are caught in a more crucial contradiction. In
this T follow Amin (1980); while the Western crisis is being met by the technocratic
control of “social welfare state/mass democracy” (Habermas 1975), the non-Western one
can only be met by disengagement, that is, by the strategy of rupturing exchange rela-
tions of both industrial and financial capital. These questions are taken up again in the

conclusion (section 5 below).

Corruption and Legitimation in Nigeria

By the phrase ‘neocolonial state formation’ I mean what Amin (1980: 197) calls
[the unit of] ‘spontaneous reproduction of dependent capitalism (the neocolonial mode
of production) through the hegemony of the local bourgeoisie, via the economic mecha-
nism of the capitalist system.’
What are the contradictions of this formation, so far as they explain the workings of
corruption? The principal political contradiction serves as a diagram of the basic corrup-
tion-situation: the objective limit on the extraction of surplus for partisan redistribution
by the hegemonic bourgeois fraction(s). Let this stand as my proposed ‘macro-definition’.
It is clear that not every antagonistic social relation in such a state is corruptible in the
above sense; only those which perform its political reproduction. Thus commodity specu-
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Corruption in the World System
The contradiction between the neocolonial state and the multinational monopolies
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and the resultant class afliance undertaken on unequal terms, account for the following
deficiencies in the state as compared with a metropolitan country:

@ inclusion in some, and consequent exclusion from other, spheres of mutinational

influence, even apart from geopolitical blocs,

® accelerating inflow of manufactured goods despite nationalisation of primary indus-

tries;

® unbalanced emphasis of state investment on unproductive machinery for political

repression, and costly infrastructures;

® sterility of local intelligentsia and non-development of local culture; permanent

crisis of universities;

e increased ethnic/regional competition (list derived from Nzimiro (ms. b).

External dependence is to be seen as conditioning internal structures consistent with
the imperalist division of labour. The predominatly commercial form of internal mono-
poly explains why it is not directly controiled by the national state; rather it is a con-
cessionary distributorship, and as such is itself monopolised. The primary contradiction
at this level of analysis is between the magnitude of the comprador’s fee paid to the
national and/or local bourgeoisie by the multinational to secure the local markets (which
is a kind of protectionism-in-reverse, since it guarantees imported goods from one source
against fair competition from other sources), and the potential saving of surplus value

through the strategy of local assembly plants (import substitution). In the form of a'
class power diagram, the national state (including the non-hegemonic bourgeotsie to the

extent that they have bribed their way to a share in the national market surplus A,) is
a conduit for multinational capital which is reproduced rapidly and without risk through
the -pre-nationalised capital market (Fig. 2). But alternatively, the state is the beneficiary
(Fig. 3) of capital accumulation (M;—M,) which may be greater than the comprador
corruption (C,) forfeited. As one productive sector shifts from pre- to post-nationali-
sation, others of course open up for the multinationals (especially in production of

Department I goods). It is the ready flow of comprador corruption (C,) which keeps this

dynamic in external control.
World System: ultlnitloml Corporation
Comprador
Capltal Corruption C3
M<M™
State Power: }atlonal Bourgeolsia
Ay +By Az+ By
Civll Soclety: Production ———=> Market
FIG. 2: COMPRADOR CORRUPTION — PRE — INDIGENIZATION
World System: ', Multinational Corporation
Capital
My < My
internal Corruptlon
State Power: 1 Capital  _Cj3 «—> Natlonal Bourgeoisle
M3<)M2 Ay +By Ag + By
Civil Soclety: Produc*lon Market

FIG. 8: INDIGENIZATION OF SOME CORRUPTION AND SOME CAPITAL
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Nzimiro (ms. a) shows how the transition from the first to the second of these configura-
tions took place under the military regime whose top members wanted to provide for
their continuing share of surplus as civilians by creating a role of non-governmental clien-
tage: shareholding in the new import substitution industries.

Dos Santos and others have criticized A. Gunder-Frank for concentrating on a linear,
chainlike relationship among the various spheres mediating between the central metropole
and the most peripheral satellite. Changes have taken place in the structure of dependence,
due to imperialism’s contradictory development. As Amin stresses, the organisations of
nation-state and world systems are mutually irreducible to each other; the former became
crucial in the transition from mercantile colonialism to imperialism, and from asymmetri-
cal exchange to unequal exchange (differential exploitation of labour power in the centre
and the periphery simultaneously — in his narrow definition of the widely used term,
1980: 172-3). The ‘New International Economic Order’, a dead letter since Cancin, was
always in danger of being turned in the direction of indigenisation financed by primary
products sold at optimistically high cartel rates.

But besides these two major levels of contradiction, each with its own characteristic
form of corruption, the analysis must recognize a third, which is pre-mercantile in origin,
unlike the post-mercantile (neo-colonial) state. I refer to neo-feudalism and its tributary

form of corruption.

Corruption as Tribute

Marx already established with perfect clarity, when he distinguished between ‘pre-
supposition’ or logical priority and historical-chronological precedence as two ways
in which given relations of production may come before a particular State. . .
[that] in the order of historical genesis, a form of State may precede the relations
of production to which it corresponds. The- Absolutist State in Europe .was pre-
dominantly capitalist while the relations of production still bore a feudalist stamp.
—Poulantzas (1978:4

Just as the world-system is heterogeneous and internally structured in contradictory
ways so the natlon-state itself, especially ome as complex as Nigeria, displays many
possible political dominations of the production process, through control over a part of
its surplus. And more fundamentally, vast domains of production have never been assimi-
lated to capitalist production relations (although this claim has been highly controversial)>.
I am concerned with two moments of exchange between members of the hegemonic
bourgeoisie and those whose political power is pre-constitutional in reference.

The second moment is redistributive in function,like the token fee paid by multinationals
to the comprador class, the first, tributary moment, is homologous with the case of sec-
tion 1 above, namely payment from the enclosed to the enclosing (non-hegemonic =*
hegemonic bourgeoisie as paralletled by neo-feudalists -» hegemonic bourgeoisie). In the
last analysis the corruption is the legitimating of state power, and compels us to consider
the redistributed surplus, ultimate agent of legitimation to have been initially tributary
in origin,

It is well known that chieftaincy has long been marked by intense competition at bri-
bing the ‘kingmakers’ in the state apparatus which grants constitutional legitimacy to one
contestant. Almost all aspirants these days, except when succession is rigidly determined
by kinship, are scions of wealth rather than royalty in any strictly traditional sense. Such
wealth may have had a basis at one time in traditional perquisites, especially land and
monopolies on contacts in the luxury import trade. This privileged position does not .
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change when the occupant of the throne becomes.a literate globe-trotter; on the contrary,
his key position between state and local governments gives even greater control over amy
windfall opportunities. It is only natural that the more profitable such opportunities
become, the more surplus will be redirected back to the state government and its political
party. With some irony one can term this type of payment neo-feudal tribute, since it is
the king who now performs as a mere chief subordinate to the state government as if to
an loden~days ‘natural ruler.’

State Power:
state government leader of political party 7
confirmatio M
ation M -~ . R
T,‘\ legxtnnacy 2 campaign g
LGA: neo-feudalist % g
Civi) Society: import trade ' land  redistribution = 2

fand, tribute #
FIG. 4: NEO-FEUDAL TRIBUTE AS CORRUPTION

This should not be disimissed as an exercise in mutual back-scratching: the ratios of tribu.
tary payments were approximately:

(100) T, = (10) T, =(1O)M = M’
that is the final gain for the political party was about one hundred times what it initialty
expected to gain from the chieftaincy appointment (and depending on the outcome of
the campaign, it could be even greater). The neo-feudalist has not gained so much, but his
own position could not be more secure.

In labelling the corrupt moments of this exchange as tributary, I am suggesting that,
like the contractor, the neo-feudalist does purchase a favoured economic position; unlike
him, however, he does not thereby trade legitimacy for money (as the contractor bribes
and pledges allegiance to the state for the sake of quick profit). The neo-feudalist, on the
contrary trades money for legitimacy. The national party, through its state government;
finally, trades legitimacy for money for legitimacy (and thence, via FIG, 1 & 2, for the
most available money).

All the examples treated above, in their various ways then, show corruption as the
commoditisation of legitimacy. In the next section, we can ask how the ‘legitimation-
effect’ is produced.

Corruption and Legitimation
When one realises that the person of the Inca was considered to be the controller of
reproduction both of nature and of society, of every individual and of every com-
munity, one finds that this ideology in a certain way created a state of general
dependence on the Inca. . . Now, the other side of dependence is obligation, and to
explain the strength of the Inca state, its capacity for oppression, it is not enough
to refer only to physical or military v101em,e one must also understand this deeply-
felt consensus which is both conscious and unconscious. Here, ideology functions
not only as the legitimation of the relations of domination, but also as an internal
and necessary component of the relations of production. There is room for an
analysis of the ‘phantasmagoric’ nature of social relations —Godelier (1976: 46)

The commoditisation of state power has in common with other forms of fefisfusm an

T T e “‘—Q"‘—‘*‘t‘—-’“—m
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inversion or ‘topsy-turvy’ relationship between the source of the surplus and its value- .
form. As seen in Vol. 1 of Capital, the exchanges C — M — C (satisfaction of use-values
through the labour-market) and M — C — M’ (appropriation of surplus exchange value
through the purchase of labour-power) are treated as free and equal. At the end of the
day, when the second transaction has yielded a surplus, a phantasmagoric power is attri-
buted to the money-form M, embodying all the actual qualities of the commodity-form
C (labour power) in fact it is only labour-power which produces more than the cost of
its own reproduction, but everything happens as if it is the money that has the magical
power of self-sustaining increase (as even today in the theories of economic ‘take-off’
from adequate capitalisation). The relationship of subjects and objects is inverted.

In the case of Third World corruption, the illusion.is that a bribe payment to the state
power, like a tribute, opens an exchange relationship with what is viewed as the ‘source’
of the circulating surplus, the state itself. I have not up till now more than mentioned
the mechanism through which this illusion is sustained: potlatch or public redistributive
display of generosity. Like the capitalist whose property grows without his labour, the
politician appears to have tapped the very wellspring of wealth as he emerges from his
Mercedes, lace-clad like a heaven-dweller, in order to spray uncountable currency notes or
deliver a show-stopping donation. As far as the actual source of the surplus, well it’s
never mind; as the students of Kwara Tech had it in their poster last year, portraying a
former leader, ‘The greater the theft, the higher the honour’ (a paraphrase).

Like the Melanesian Big Man (Sahlins 1972) however, the corrupt official’s starcm-
not rise indefinitely. Although Cohen’s (1977: 11—13) functionalism does not ¢oncede
it, the very contradiction on which the state surplus is founded (the dependency of the
national bourgeoisie on the multinationals) will, when it eventually undercuts that sur-
plus, dry-up the potlatch from which the ruling group derives its legitimacy (or, we can
now say, its phantasmagoric authority). As when, in a depression, the failure of expanded
reproduction of capital quickly bursts the bubble of its value, so the illusory command
which the big man seemed to exercise over fellow humans vanishes with his patronage: he
is no longer the state’s personification, as which he was able to demand corruption as a
seemingly necessary part of exchange.

In the metropolitan economies, corruption is just as rampant but not at all public; it is
linked specifically with lobbying by “special interest”: corporations, churches, mafia;
whereas in the peripheral political economy, corruption/redistribution seems to express
the generality (however illusory) of the state. In the West, discovery of corruption shar-
pens the boundary between formal and substantive power — ie. points up the depen-
dence of the state on the economy: such exposes undercut the social-democratic claim
that corporate and public interests overlap at least as far as growth and technical innova-
tion, if not up to the containment of ‘externalities’ (unemployment, pollution). But in
the periphery of the world-system, corporations depend on the state for their own growth,
so that corruption functions like investment, and potlatch like interest. Ideologically, the
state’s economic activity is underpoliticised in the West, overpoliticised in the non-West.
In Nigeria, the buoyancy of the state-economy is the presupposition of the use of legiti-
mate force. Can the nation then survive if corruption cannot?

Contradictions.in Economic Nationalism
Neither military nor civilian regimes in Nigeria can be characterised as laissez-faire. Yet
the military, freed of formal political requirements, was freer too for setting up the pre-
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sent ‘mixed’ economy (always justified, it seems, as astep towards ‘socialism’), And the civi-
lians have been readier to echo Western prescriptions: (a) the first announcement about
the ‘desirability’ of an increase in fuel prices for the domestic market came on the heels
of the Mondale visit in 1980, shortly after Carter had sanctioned a similar step; (b) as
with Thatcherite and Reaganite policy, the present round of inflation is expected to be
paid for by ‘sacrifices’ by wage.workers alone, that is, in a historically great transfer of
surplus to the bourgeoisie,

The other hallmark of the civilian regime is their openly double standard on corrup-
tion: insistent denial and flagrant performance. The need to convince the public of the
state’s prosperity through potlatch of embezzled funds is still slightly greater than the .
shame felt for the mation’s poverty One is thus resignedly accommodated to corruption
at the same time s all sorts of probes and purges are launched. The fiction of a national
economy is wearing a bit thin,

NOTES

1, For a thorough 'crlthue of Habermas* efforts at combining Marxism with a “genetic theory of
action”, see Arnason (1979).

2. As developed In Godeller (1975) and previous writings,

3. The theory of structural heterogenelty of peripheral economies is summarised In Senghaas
(1977). This theory Is often attacked by what Amin calls “West-centred* Marxists because It
supposedly denies the present universality of capitalist production relations. In fact, one has the
choice of dividing the capitalist/precapitalist domains spatlally (the sectoral approach of Rey
(1978) or analytically (In the distinction of production/reproduction, I.e. after rejecting the utl
lity of the mode-of-production concept as does Friedman 1976). Beckman (1977) helpfully
summarlises the issues. But after all this debate, pracious little has been done in concrete research
on the divenity of production relatfons cufnntly employed in urban and rural Third World
communities, for reasons suggested by Clarke (1977).
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