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ABSTRACT

Many Americans doubt the honesty of dected officids, paticulaly a the federd levd,
and bedieve that campaign donors dominate the legidative process. Evidence on dites
views of corruption, however, suggests that they are not sharply a odds with public
opinion. Such consensus on the rules of politics is essentid for the vitdity of a civic
culture. But there are a number of areas in which dite opinion is divided, and in which
many citizens tend to perceive extensve corruption even though ther understanding of
the process is diffuse These areas are not only the source of many contemporary
scandals, but dso include processes -- such as campaign funding and congtituency service
-- that are both essentid to democratic politics, ad the locus of corruption. These
activities are politicaly controversa and unbounded by a solid ethicd consensus. While
reformers must address these problems, they must refrain from regulation for its own
sake, and need to remember the importance of appearances as wdl as of transparency in
politics



“1f men were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men,
neither external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. In framing a
government which is to be administered by men over men, the great difficulty liesin this:
you must first enable the government to control the governed; and in the next place
obligeit to control itself.”

James Madison, The Federdist 51

|. INTRODUCTION: A PERCEPTION OF DECAY

Many Americans believe corruption runs rampant in palitica life, even though most have
only a diffuse sense of what corruption is and of how it occurs. A 1997 Gdlup Poll
asking adults “how you would rate the honesty and ethicd sandards’ of people in 26
different occupations found loca officeholders ranked 14™ of 26, with only 20% of the
sample rating their ethica standards as “Very high” or “High” and 21% saying “Low” or
“Very low”. State officeholders ranked 18" (17% saying “Very high” or “high”, 8%
“low” or “very low”), Senators ranked 22" (14% vs. 33%), and Congressmen 24™" (12%
vs. 36%) — ranking above only insurance sdesmen and car sdesmen. (For the record, the
top rankings went to pharmeciss, followed by clergy, medicd doctors, and college
teachers). The results were consistent with results since 1976 Another survey found thet
63% bdieved the Democratic Party had done unethica things in the course of its 1996

fundraising, and 55% said the same of the Republicans? Some of these responses might

! Gallup Poll Archives, “Honesty and Ethics Poll: Pharmacists Strengthen their Position as the Most Highly
Rated Occupation”. “The results are based on telephone interviews with arandomly selected national
sample of 1,003 adults, 18 years and older, conducted November 6-9, 1997.” The estimated 95%

confidence interval for error was + 3%. Results are reported at
http://www.gallup.com/POLL_ARCHIVES971213.htm.

2 Gallup Poll Archives, “Public Has Low Expectations of Campaign Finance Investigation”. “ The results
were based on telephone interviews with arandomly selected national sample of 1,004 adults, 18 years and
older, conducted July 25-27, 1997.” Estimated margin of error was + 3%. Results are reported at
http://www.gallup.com/POLL_ARCHIVES/970808.htm.



be attributable to sentiments regarding particular parties or public figures. But there is
condderable pessmism about politics generaly: another 1997 Galup survey found that
more respondents believed dected officids in Washington are influenced by pressure
from campaign contributors (77%) than by the best interests of the country (19%), while
59% sad dections are “for sde to the candidate who can raise the most money”,
compared to 37% who sad they are “generaly won on the bass of who is the best
candidate’. Findly, 59% sad that even if mgor reforms were enacted, “specid interests

» 3

will dwaysfind away to maintain their power in Washington”.

Whether or not these views are an accurate gppraisd of the ethica hedth of
American politics — and | will suggest below that they are not — they are an important
concern.  In a representative democracy, citizens must be able to trust those who make
decisons in their name. Representatives must be confident of their mandates, and must
have the freedom to debate, to make dedls and, when needed, to enact unpopular but
necessary  policies® Hedenheimer® argues that agreement between maess and dite

judgments of corruption is an essentid ingredient of civic-culture politics. Corruption can

3 Gallup Poll Archives, “Americans Not Holding Their Breath on Campaign Finance Reform”. “The
results are based on telephone interviews with arandomly selected national sample of 872 adults, 18 years
and older, conducted October 3-5, 1997.” Estimated margin of error was + 3%. Results are reported at
http:/Amww.gallup.com/POLL_ARCHIVES/971011.htm.

4 Moodie, G. C. 1980. "On Political Scandals and Corruption”, Government and Opposition 15, pp. 202-
222.

® Heidenheimer, Arnold J. 1970. “The Context of Analysis’, in Amold J. Heidenheimer (ed.), Political
Corruption: Readingsin Comparative Analysis. (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Books), pp. 3-28.




undermine this essentid bond, but it is difficult to define® and measure. For these reasons,

appearances and perceptions count for agreat dedl.

One explandion for the public's pessmism might be that American palitics is in
fact deeply corrupt. We will never know precisdy how much corruption takes place in
any country. But the indices we have suggest that the US, while far from “squesky-
clean”, probably ranks somewhere in the middle of the world corruption league tables.
Lambsdorff,” for example, compares countries in terms of their corruption problems “as
seen by businessmen, risk andysts, and the generd public’, drawing upon a variety of
surveys and proprietary data. With a score of 10 representing a “clean” country, and zero
assigned to “highly corrupt” ones, the US score of 7.61 would make it 16" “cleanest” of
the 52 countries compared. This comparison must be viewed with caution, because (apart
from the technica problems of reconciling a variety of da@ many countries ae not
included in the comparison, differing kinds of corruption are collapsed into a single
dimension, and comparisons based upon perceptions may tell us more about the openness
of corruption than its actua extent. Nonetheless, the Lambsdorff data do not support the
notion that the United States is an exceptiondly corrupt place. Another explanation might

be that a convergence of interests between the news media, who seek attention-getting

® Philp, Mark. 1997. "Defining Political Corruption”, in Paul Heywood (ed.), Political Corruption. (Oxford:
Blackwell), pp. 20-46.; Johnston, Michael. 1996. "The Search for Definitions: The Vitality of Politics and
the Issue of Corruption"”, International Social Science Journal 149 (September), pp321-335; Thompson,
Dennis F. 1993. "Mediated Corruption: The Case of the Keating Five", American Political Science Review
87, pp. 369-81; Scott, James C. 1972. Comparative Political Corruption. (Englewood Cliffs, NJ Prentice
Hall, Ch. 1; Heidenheimer, Arnold J. 1970. "Definitions, Concepts, and Criterid’, in Heidenheimer, A. J.,
Palitical Corruption: Readingsin Comparative Analysis. (New Brunswick, N. J.: Transaction Press), PP. 3-
9.

71997 Internet Corruption Perception Index; indices for 1995, 1996, and 1997, and a detailed account of
methodology, are available at http://www.gwdg.de/~uwvw/rank-97.htm.



gories, and politicians looking for ways to discredit their opponents, leads to frequent
scandals. In the culture of invedigation inditutiondized by Specid-counsd legidation,
and energized by partisan conflict in the absence of a red policy debate, alegations of
corruption can yield politicd and media dividends, and may reinforce public perceptions
of widespread officid abuse. But the sustained public support for Presdent Bill Clinton
over the course of the past year's sex scandal suggests that much of the public refracts
dlegaions of wrongdoing through a complicated set of pre-exising opinions, vaues, and

impressions of prominent individuas

A “Vaues Gap’? A more worrying posshility is that citizens and officis understand

the rules of the politica process differently. Such a “vadues ggp’ could reflect dite
arogance or originate in a lack of public comprehenson of the complexities of palitics.
Either way, if the ethical consensus between mass and elite should bresk down, the result
could be what Suzanne Garment® has cdled a “culture of mistrust”. In such a setting,
policies amed at transparency — such disclosure of campaign spending and donations —
may only solidify the perception of corruption by reveding more of a process tha
citizens do not underdand, and tha officids are unable to defend. The same might be
true of the deds and compromises necessary to make policy. Politicaly popular reforms
such as term limits could further fragment the policy process and contribute to the

impresson of ineffective government. Mgor casudties might include not just public

8 Garment, Suzanne. 1991. Scandal: The Culture of Mistrust in American Politics. (New Y ork: Random
House.)




trust, but aso the working consensus among dlites essentid both to making the system

work, and to enabling government “control itself”, as Madison put it.

Sysematic comparisons of mass and dite vaues in American politics have not
often been done. This paper offers some basic comparisons, however, based on the
evidence dready avalable in the literature. | will suggest that American officids and
citizens dill share a core understanding of the nature of right and wrong, and that the
most pessmistic perceptions of politics are off the mark. But when we move beyond core
notions of corruption to the less formad gtudions tha aise in the course of everyday
politics, perceptions diverge. Citizens tend to refract questions of right and wrong
through persond experience, judging officia conduct by the sorts of standards they apply
to familiar Stuations and to people like themsdves While this is not surprisng in a
republic where sovereignty is presumed to rest with the people, and where poalitica
figures portray themsdves as “just plain folks’, the resulting socid standards are in some

ways with dites conceptions of corruption and their views of politica redlity.

II. AMBIVALENT MORALISTS

We often hear dams of log virtue in American politics It is never specified just when

clean politics was the rule, or when that era ended; indeed, a look a American history®

9 See, for example, Summers, Mark W. 1987. The Plundering Generation: Corruption and the Crisis of the
Union, 1849-1861. (New Y ork: Oxford University Press); Summers, Mark W. 1993. The Era of Good
Stealings. (New Y ork: Oxford University Press); Eisenstadt, A. S., A. Hoogenboom, and H. L. Trefousse.
1978. Before Watergate: Problems of Corruption in American History. (Brooklyn, N.Y .: Brooklyn College
Press).




suggests that politics today is cleaner than at most times in the past, and that perceptions
of growing corruption have more to do with risng sandards than with fadling mords.
Perhaps the safest generdization is that the rules of American politics have dways been
in flux, and tha many changes are paliticaly-driven, growing out of contention among

our contradictory views of politics.

Most Americans hold an ambivaent view of the politicd sysem and of ther role
within it. We are in many respects mordigic — particularly when it comes to judging the
conduct of others — yet we are d<o individudists who ingst on the liberty to advance our
own interests’® We say we want ddliberative democracy serving the interests of dl, yet
we expect our representatives to “ddiver the goods’ for our home states and digtricts. We
expect candidates for election to compete for our votes, and yet are deeply suspicious of
the fact that it costs money to do so. We are uncomfortable with basic processes of
politicad influence such as lobbying, paty disciplineg and compromise, and yet we
wonder why our legidaiors seemingly cannot legidate. Madison might conclude that
while we want government to control itsdf, we do not particularly want it to control the

governed.

Americans are especidly ambivdent about inequdity, and tend to link it closdy

to our conceptions of corruption. Tocqueville observed that we fear:

10 See, on this subject, A. S. Eisenstadt, "Political Corruption in American History" Ch. 31 (pp. 537-556) in
A. J. Heidenheimer, M. Johnston, and V. T. LeVine (eds.) (1989). Palitical Corruption: A Handbook. (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Press).




...not o much the immordity of the great as the fact that immordity may lead to
greatness. In a democracy, private citizens see a man of ther own rank in life who
rises from that obscure pogition in a few years to riches and power; the spectacle
excites their surprise and envy, and they are led to inquire how a person who was
yesterday their equd is today their ruler. To atribute his rise to his tdents or his
virtues is unpleasant, for it is tacitly to acknowledge that they are themsdves less
virtuous or less taented than he was. They are therefore led, and often rightly, to
impute his success mainly to some of his vices, and an odious connection is thus
formed between the ideas of turpitude and power, unworthiness and success,
utility and dishonor.**

Such sentiments are neither surprisng, nor wholly inappropriate, in a society that
cdebrates individual success while retaining an egditarian politica culture. Nonetheless,
these expectations do not make governing any easer. How do citizens judge the ethica

aspects of politica life, and what sorts of opportunities, dangers and incentives do their

perceptions create for politica dites?

Popular Conceptions of Corruption.  Survey data on citizens conceptions of corruption

offer a basdine againgt which dite views may be compared. A 1986 survey'?, for
example, asked respondents to judge the degree of corruptness of a range of hypothetical
actions. While they recognized and condemned actions that were clearly corrupt by legd
standards — “skimming” a percentage of a government contract, for example — degrees of
perceived corruptness were affected by a range of factors. The larger the stakes and the
more direct the method of taking — demanding a payment as opposed to accepting a “gift”
— the more corrupt the action. Public officias were judged more drictly than were private

caitizens.

M de Tocqueville, Alexis. 1945 ed. Democracy in America, vol. 1. (New York: Vintage), pp. 234-235.

12 Johnston, Michael. 1986. “Right and Wrong in American Politics; Popular Conceptions of Corruption”,
Polity 18:3 (uly), pp. 367-391.



Heldenhemer suggests where otherwise-“black” practices are judged “gray” in
dvic-culture sysems, it is likely because they can be judtified in terms of some collective
good."® This suggests that an account resting on a plausible notion of the public good or
on other widdly shared values can mitigate judgments. And indeed the data showed, for
example, that an officid's teking public funds to pay his sck child's hospitd bills, or
donating the money to his political party, was seen as less corrupt than taking the same
amount and keeping it. Such judifications had a grester effect to the extent that they
invoked moatives familiar in everyday life judgments were eased much more for paying
hospitd  bills than for giving the money to the politicd paty. Findly — as Tocqueville
might have expected — the datus of those involved affected judgments. When a powerful
person or organization took benefits from a smilar victim, or from an ordinary dcitizen,
judgments were drict, but when an ordinary citizen benefited a the expense of a digant

or powerful interest they became relatively lenient.!*

Notions of corruptness thus seem to be embedded in broader conceptions of right
and wrong, and of fairness. Another survey'® using a factorid design® asked people to

judge hypothetical actions on a scde ranging from zero (*not a al wrong’) to 10

13 Heidenheimer, 1970, pp. 23-28.
14 Johnston, 1986, pp. 372-391.

15 Johnston, Michael. 1989. “ Corruption, Inequality, and Change”, Chapter 1 (pp. 13-37) in Peter M. Ward
(ed.), Corruption, Development and Ineguality: Soft Touch or Hard Graft? (London: Routledge).

18 For ageneral discussion of factorial designs, see Rossi, P., and S. L. Nock, Measuring Social Judgments.
(Beverly Hills: Sage, 1981).




(“serioudy wrong”). The factorid design treats the judgment, rather than the individud
respondent, as the unit of andyss, thus both attributes of the respondent and of the
hypothetical action can be examined as independent varidbles affecting the judgment.
Multiple regresson dlows a comparison of edimated effects The actions presented to
eech respondent were sampled from a larger universe defined by the possble
combinations of attributes under study — in this case:

--whether or not aformd rule is broken (yes'no)

--whether the stakes are tangible or intangible

--the sze of the sakes (large/mediunm/amal)

--the gatus of the taker, and of the giver or victim (high/medium/low)

--the sector in which the taker, and the giver/victim, operate (public/private)

--whether or not an action is kept secret (yes/no)’
While some of these digtinctions are subjective, together they define a wide range of
gtuations — from openly giving a smdl gift to a friend, to a politician's secret theft of

public funds— for which judgments can be compared.

Across the full range of hypotheticd stuations, the strongest predictor of a drict
judgment was whether or not a forma rule was being broken. Not surprisngly — but
important for the kind of dvic-culture sysem discussed by Heidenhemer — people
recognized formdly illegitimate behavior and condemned it. Public-sector givers and
takers, and the presence of large, tangible stakes, were dso linked to drict judgments —
but were not as srong in datisticd terms as the rule-bresking varigble (the adjusted R-
sguare for the modd was .49). However, 52.2% of the actions in which rules were not

broken were also judged as wrong, at least to a degree: a third were rated at least 25" on

17 Johnston, “Corruption, Inequality, and Change”, pp. 29-31.



the wrongness scde, and 7.8% were given a “10”. Some may have mistakenly thought
laws were being broken, but it aso may be that popular conceptions of wrongdoing rest
not only on the law, but on a variety of other norms and vaues. For the non-rulebresking
actions, sgnificant predictors of drict judgments included secrecy in a transaction (by far
the strongest predictor); large and tangible stakes, high-gatus givers or victims, and high-
datus tekers. By contradt, transactions involving a combinaion of private-sector giver
and private-sector taker were seen as less serioudy wrong, other things being equd. In
other words, a secret, high-sakes transaction of tangible vaue between high-status,
public-sector figures was likely to be seen as serioudy wrong — even when no rules were

being broken. 8

Degrees of “wrongness’ and “corruption” are not precisdy the same thing, of
course, dthough the results of these surveys did not reved any driking discontinuities --
again, perhaps, a sgn of the civic culture congruence posited by Heidenheimer. What is
important is that citizens not only recognize and share the formd rules of the politica
system, but dso link them to socid standards in consstent ways. This is encouraging for
those concerned about the longer-term politica effects of perceived corruption. At the
same time, however, the Gdlup data noted earlier point to a persastent skepticism, even
suspicion, of dites -- perceptions consstent with the sometimes demanding judgments of
cases where no rules have been broken. Appearances — such as secrecy, the size of the

dakes, and benefits flowing to the powerful or losses to the humble — count for a great

18 |bid., pp. 32-35. Asfor respondent characteristics, older individuals tended to voice stricter judgments,
while highly-educated persons and those with a strong sense of their own political efficacy tended to be
more lenient in their judgments.
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ded. |Is this an emerging threat to essentid politicd trust, or a kind of skepticiam that is

hedlthy in arepublic and creates incentives for “government to control itself”?

Officids have drong reasons to consider popular conceptions of mordity and
farness as they make decisons and judtify their actions. McGraw finds, for example, that
representatives who offer mora judtifications for unpopular roll-cal votes are likely to be
viewed more tolerantly by the publicl® Experimentd data suggest that alegations of
scanddous behavior are judged in the context of paty identification, an officid’s
percaved effectiveness and motives, and the warmth of his or her persond image?°
Attempting to conced actions rather than to judify them, by contrast, is a high-risk

2l Such complexities are on display in the Clinton sex scandd. A generdly

Srategy.
empahetic persond image (and ironicdly, perhgps the fact that his falibility has long
been integrated into that image), the negative images of many of his critics, and the belief
of many that he has been an effective Presdent helped him weather his politica crisis for
much of 1998. When he findly admitted to sexud indiscretions and to "mideading” his
family and the public, the public opinion effects were tdling: while Clinton's presidentid

goprova ratings remained high, his personal ratings in the polls dropped from 60%

19 McGraw, Kathleen M. "Managing Blame: An Experimental Test of the Effects of Political Accounts",
American Political Science Review 85:4 (1991), pp. 1133-1157.

20 Funk, Carolyn L., "The Impact of Scandal on Candidate Evaluations: An Experimental Test of the
Role of Candidate Traits", Palitical Behavior 18:1 (1996), pp. 1-24; Chanley, Virginia, John L. Sullivan,
Marti Hope Gonzalez, and Margaret Bull Kovera, "Lust and Avarice in Politics. Damage Control by Four
Politicians Accused of Wrongdoing (or, Politics as Usual)", American Politics Quarterly 22:4 (July, 1994),
pp. 297-333; Rundquist, Barry S., Gerald S. Strom, and John G. Peters, "Corrupt Politicians and their
Electoral Support: Some Experimental Observations®, American Political Science Review 71:3, pp. 954-
63; Dolan, Kathleen, Bruce McKeown, and James M. Carlson, "Popular Conceptions of Political
Corruption: Implications for the Empirical Study of Political Ethics", Corruption and Reform 3 (1988), pp.
3-24..

21 Funk, op. cit.; Chanley et. al., op. cit.

11



aoprova to 40% amost immediately. 2? Perhaps this reflects the effects of his admitted
deception in a kind of Stuation thet is easly judged in persond terms. Much of the public
views Clinton's troubles primarily in terms of sexud misconduct, rather than the more
complex and less familiar (but arguably more thregtening, in the long run) lega issues of
perjury and obstruction of justice. In his gpeech admitting wrongdoing, Clinton catered to
these views, and clamed his misconduct was a private matter. That apped was
goparently widdly accepted, judging by the 68% of an NBC Poll sample who sad
immediately afterward that the Speciad Prosecutor's investigations should end®® At
present a find verdict on the Clinton scandds is nowhere in Sght; initidly postive
reponses may turn less favorable as people mull over the implications of presdentid
deception. Stll, it seems cear that dites who can goped effectivdy to the public’'s

conceptions of right and wrong have a political advantage over those who cannot.

The public's everyday standards, however, may not apply so neetly to the more
obscure officidls and Stuations involved in most politics and policy meking. In a
decentrdized politicd sysem beseged by demands from innumerable private interests,
representation and legidation ae difficult tasks. Making the sysem work requires
bargaining, negotiations, and a variety of compromises that the public may undergand
only poorly if a al. Secrecy may ad the process, up to a point, while making everything

public knowledge could make legidation more difficult or, worse, demagogic rather than

22 Reuters news service, "Americans Satisfied with Clinton's Admission”, 18 August 1998
(http://dailynews.yahoo.com/headlines/ts/story.html ?s=v/nm/19980818/ts/polls_2.html); Reuters news
service, "Clinton Mends Fences; Polls Show Scandal Scandal Fatigue", by Patricia Wilson; 18 August 1998
(http://dailynews.yahoo.com/headlines/ts/story.html ?s=v/nm/19980818/ts/scandal_127.html).

23 Reuters, " Americans Satisfied".
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ddiberative. Given these complexities, it would be no surprise to find that dites have
devised codes and norms of their own. We need, therefore, to consider what dlites
undergand “corruption” to mean in dtuations, and a levels, tha are much more typicd

of paliticd life than are presidentid sex scandds.

1. ELITES VIEWS OF CORRUPTION

Surveys of American dites views on corruption have not been extensve?* The maor
effort in this direction was conducted by Peters and Welch in 1975, shortly after the
Watergate scandal. They sent postd surveys to 978 date senators — al members of the
upper houses in 24 daes “chosen randomly with a few subditutions made to ensure
geographic differences”?® After saverd mailings and reminders, they obtained responses
from 441 legidators. State legidators are not nationa dlites, but they do make important
policies and raise and spend of large amounts of revenue, and the governments in which
they paticipate ae more directly involved in ctizess daly lives than the federd
govenment. They are dso likdy to reflect date and regiond varidions in politica

cultures.

24 For studies on Australia, see Jackson, Michael, Elizabeth Kirby, Rodney Smith, and Lynn Thompson,
"Sovereign Eyes: Legislators Perceptions of Corruption”, Journal of Commonwealth and Comparative
Palitics 32:1 (1994), pp. 54-67; and Gorta, A. and Forell, S. 1995. "L ayers of Decision: Linking Socia
Definitions of Corruption and Willingnessto Take Action", Crime, Law, and Social Change 23, pp. 315-
343

25 \Welch,.Susan, and John G. Peters. 1980. “State Political Culture and the Attitudes of State Senators
toward Social, Economic Welfare, and Corruption Issues’, Publius 10:2 (Spring), p. 62.

13



Peters and Wech presented ther sample with ten hypothetica political actions
that might include some degree of corruption. Actions likdy to evince unanimity were
omitted in favor of those reflecting variaions in four basic “components’ of any politicd

act, corrupt or not:

--the offidd involved

--the favor provided by the officid

--the payoff gained by the official

--the donor of the payoff and/or recipient of the favor®

Thus, legidators were asked about the following actions and Situations:

A presidentid candidate who promises an ambassadorship in exchange for acampaign
contribution (AMBASSADOR)

A congressman using seniority to obtain awegpons contract for afirmin his digtrict
(WEAPONS CONTRACT)

A public officid usng public funds for persond travel (TRAVEL)

A Secretary of Defense who owns $50,000 in stock in a company with which the Defense
Department has a million dollar contract (DEFENSE STOCK)

A public officd usng hisinfluence to get afriend or relaive admitted to law school
(LAW SCHOOL)

The driveway of the mayor’s home being paved by the city crew (DRIVEWAY)

A date assemblyman, while chairman of the Public Roads Committee, authorizing the
purchase of land he had recently acquired (LAND SALE)

A judge hearing a case concerning a corporation in which he has $50,000 worth of stock
(JUDGE)

A legidator accepting alarge campaign contribution in return for voting “the right way”

26 peters, John G., and S. Welch. 1978. "Political Corruption in America: A Search for Definitionsand a
Theory", American Political Science Review 78:3 (September), pp. 974-984.

14



on alegidative bill (RIGHT WAY)

A congressman who holds alarge amount of stock in Standard Oil of New Jersey (about
$50,000 worth) working to maintain the oil depletion alowance (OIL)*’

Respondents were asked whether an action was corrupt, whether citizens would condemn
it, what they would do if they knew a member of their own party had committed a given

act, and (for some items) how frequently they thought an action took place in their Sate.

The results were interesting both for what they did and did not show.?® While no
sngle characterigtic determined judgments of “corruptness’, the presence of a number of

factors generally added up to a strict judgment. State senators ratings were as follows:

27 peters and Welch, "Political Corruptionin America’, p. 978.

28 The following discussion draws upon Peters and Welch, " Political Corruptionin America’, loc. cit., and
Welch and Peters, " State Political Culture and the Attitudes of State Senators", loc. cit.
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Table 1:

State Legidators Ratings of Potentialy Corrupt Actions

ltem Respondent Views Mog Officids Mos of Public
As Corrupt Would Condemn Would Condemn
DRIVEWAY 95.9% 922 975
TRAVEL 95.2 80.4 96.5
LAND SALE 95.1 92.1 97.5
RIGHT WAY 91.9 82.2 94.3
JUDGE 78.8 82.3 91.0
AMBASSADOR 711 44.5 81.2
DEFENSE STOCK  58.3 62.1 84.4
OIL 54.9 55.1 81.2
WEAPONS CONT. 31.6 20.9 34.4
LAW SCHOOL 23.7 15.5 35.9

Sae legidators, like the genera public, strongly condemned illegd actions. Corruption
was adso perceived in actions in which an officiad stepped outdde of regular duties to
provide a favor, or provided a favor to a non-condituent or to a sngle beneficiary instead
of to a broad segment of the community. Where the favor was a private (rather than a
public) benefit, where it was larger or was provided in exchange for a specific, short-term
benefit (a bribe, rather than future support), and when the exchange took place outside of
the scope of a campagn, judgments were dso more drict. Judicia and other “non
political” officids were dso judged more drictly than were eected representatives --

though we should recall that eected representatives were doing the judging.

16



Vaiations among legidaiors were modest in most respects. A scde measuring
ovedl tolerance of corruption, in which the items were weighted according to the
number of corrupt attributes (eg. illegd act, favor for noncondituent, etc.) present in
each case showed that 24.0% perceived few of the Situations as corrupt, 50.9% saw “a
moderate number of acts’ as corrupt, and the remaining 25.1% saw a “large number” as
corrupt — but none fell into the category of seeing al, or none, as corrupt.?® Women were
more demanding in ther judgments than men, while senators who had served more than
one year in office were more tolerant than newcomers®® There was dso a dight but
sgnificant tendency for legidators from states with what Elaza® terms “Mordistic”
politica cultures — those where palitics revolves around mora issues and is regarded as a
quest for the common good — to be less tolerant.3?> But overdl, there was little striking
vaiaion in judgments, either among types of individuds or different dates and regions —

afact that Peters and Welch attribute in part to common processes of elite socidization.

Discusson  More than two decades have eapsed since Peters and Welch gathered their
data — years tha have festured a number of scandals, changes in the law, and the

continuing devdopment of the news media as a kind of “permanent oppostion”. Thus

2 Welch, S., and J. G. Peters, 1977. "Attitudes of U.S. State L egislators toward Political Corruption: Some
Prdiminary Findings"', Legislative Studies Quarterly 2:4, p. 454 a Table 2.

%0 | bid., pp. 455-461.

3! Elazar, Daniel. 1970. Cities of the Prairie: The Metropolitan Frontier and American Politics. (New York:
Basic Books).

32 peters, J. G., and Welch, S. 1978. "Politics, Corruption, and Political Culture: A View from the State
Legislature", American Politics Quarterly 6:3, pp. 345-356.
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these results should be regarded as only suggestive of what we might find today. Still, to
the extent that they retain some accuracy — and there have been no public developments

to suggest thet they are serioudy in error — afew points are worth making.

Fird, these dites views of corruption do not differ greetly from those of ordinary
ctizens. Abusng a public role for a private-regarding benefit is judged corrupt a both
levels, and respondents have little trouble in recognizing such behavior for whet it is. The
finding that favors for specific individuds are seen as more corrupt than benefits for
broader segments of the public is condstent with Heidenhemer’s suggestion that civic-
culture societies will be more tolerant of activities if they can be judified in collective
terms, and with McGraw's evidence that unpopular roll cal votes are more acceptable to
the public if accompanied by smilar judifications. The mass-dite consensus identified

by Heldenheimer as centra to civic-culture politics seems to remain intact.

Peters and Wedch ae likdy correct in suggesing tha a common dite
socidization process shapes notions of corruption; this could dso account for the
tendency for legislaive “veterans’ to hold somewha more tolerant views than
newcomers do. At times this dite culture may apply to Stuations, and lead to judgments,
that are unfamiliar to ordinary citizens and that they do not share. But the 77% of those
questioned by Gdlup who believe legidators votes are determined by donor pressures,
not by the common good, might be surprised that 91.9% of the legidators said voting the
“right way” because of a contribution was corrupt. The eite may be dated by now, and

what legislators say and what they do can differ. But scholally atempts to find
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independent  effects of donations upon roll-cal votes have turned up little evidence of
quid pro quo influence, a result echoed by the anecdotal accounts of those who know the
process. | would expect that in today's climate of opinion the share of legidators

condemning such deals would be nearly one hundred percent.

This raises a reated issue: to what extent do the public’'s vaues and perceptions
shape the dite culture? If the foregoing discussion is correct, both dite socidization and
the broader culture of politics uphold generdly consstent vaues and dandards, o it
would be difficult to compare ther effects. Without time-series data it is impossble to
answer this question authoritatively, but it does seem reasonable to expect that, via the
balot box, public opinion polls, their responses to scanda and to politicians accounts of
their own behavior, and through the generd culturd context in which politicians live, the
publics vdues very likdy do have some influence. The Peters and Wech finding that
senators from the more mordidic dtates were less tolerant of corruption lends some

support to this view.

Margina Cases. While citizens recognize and condemn lawbresking, there is a
penumbra of activities judged by more informad norms. So it is with dites too, and it is
here that eite and mass judgments diverge — often with politica scandd the result. Some
of these cases reflect the cultures and traditions of politicd inditutions so-caled “pork
barre” legidation, loaded down with benefits for particular states and didtricts, is often a
target of criticiam. A postion of power on a mgor committee, or the norm of “Senatorid

courtesy”, can dlow US Senators to block bills or nominations for virtudly any reason;
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a times, as in the case of Jesse HmS's one-man blockade of William Weld's nomination
as Ambassador to Mexico, this becomes controversid. In the New York State legidature,
members are dlocated a certain number of public improvements for their own didricts —
often cdled “Lulus’ — as a matter of course. The extent to which such practices become
controversa depends in part upon mass-media atention and the degree to which a case
can be judtified as serving the public interest. Some might even be defended as the basis
of compromises that alow legidation on nobler purposes to move forward, and even

some critics see these actions more as "palitics as usud™ than as deep corruption.

But there are other cases on which dite consensus is week and the views of many
ctizens differ -- cases tha raise important issues regarding the nature and sources of
influence in the policy process. While the Peters and Welch data do not dlow direct
comparisons between dite and mass judgments, there is a group of items — such as
“Judge’, “Ambassador’, “Defense Stock”, and “Oil” — on which legidators sad the
public's view would different sgnificantly from their own. While these cases gpparently
embody middle-levdl corruption for many legidators, others see them as acceptable.
They pose complex questions of motives, circumgtances, and the forces shaping officia
conduct. Apparently, at leest a ggnificant minority of the legidators bdieve they, and
others like themseves, can keep ther private interests from digorting their public
actions. But many fear the public does not share that confidence. The dite views ae
likey shgped by the norms of their inditutions, by knowledge of ther own and others
motives, and by their underdanding of the complexities of palitical influence. The public

knows relatively little about these consderations, most citizens likely react on the bass

20



of gened fedings regarding privilege and power (viz.  Tocqueville). Whatever factors
shape these views, however, if the legidators are correct in their responses there is a zone
of activities outsde the relm of unambiguous corruption on which dite opinion is

divided and does not reflect vaues shared with the population.

Other issues cut to the core of vita, responsive palitics, but dso are seen
differently by ctizens and dites One is politicd fundrasng. Politicians know thet
election, and then re-election to dl but the safest of “safe seats’, costs money. Most
loathe fundraising, but without re-eection they cannot serve the public a dl. The Gdlup
data cited above, however, suggest that the public take a dim view of politicd money,
and believe their representatives are pushed and pulled about by campaign donors,
despite high rates of re-dection and the leverage that gives them.** Are campaign
donations redly "legaized bribery”, or are they resources essentid to competitive politics
and the open advocacy of political views? In red life cause and effect are complex. A
representative from a dairy-farming district who accepts donations from dairy PACs and
votes condgently in their interest might gopear to be "bought®, but is more likey
supporting the didtrict economy and voting as any senshle representative would vote,
donations or no. If campaign dondations do buy influence it is likdy to be a the
committee and subcommittee level, where a sympathetic Member can make (or prevent)
farly smdl changes to legidation, out of the public view. Such changes can dill be very
important to specific interests, however, and raise important ethicad questions. They

suggest that the condraining force of public vaues and opinion, and of news media

B ke m, Gerald, and Zardkoohi, Asghar. 1988. "L ooking for Leverage in PAC Markets: Corporate and
Labor Contributions Considered" Public Choice. (July).
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scrutiny, has definite limits, and again points to a range of activity where the dite

palitica culture very likely differs consderably from popular vaues and expectations.

A second quedtion is what conditutes condtituency service. Severd of the US
Senators involved in the “Kedating Five’ case — in which they obtained access to
regulators for a mgor donor whose Cdifornia Savings and Loan was a focus of federd
inquiry — judified their actions as condituent service. That they would resort to that
account suggests the centrdity of condituent service in the dite politicd culture, but
highly skepticd reactions from many colleegues and from citizens showed tha it is
neither a clear-cut nor an open-ended concept. The donor did not live or do business in dl
of the gtates represented by the five senators, and the favor given -- influence on behdf of
a soecific individud, rather than in pursuit of a broader public god -- was widdy viewed
as suspect, as the studies cited in this paper would lead us to expect. In the end, the
"Keating Five' were the focus of acrimonious Senate Ethics Committee hearings in 1991;
no forma action was taken, but dl were criticized for exercisng "poor judgment”. Again,
when it comes to the acceptable boundaries of an activity essentid to democratic politics
-- condituent service -- nether dite paliticad culture nor public opinion offers clear

working guidelines as to what constitutes corruption.**

V. CONCLUSION

34 Thompson, 1993; Thompson, 1995.
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Despite recurring cases of scandad, democratic palitics in the United States does not seem
to be experiencing a “corruption criss” A Galup report shortly after the 25" anniversary
of the Watergate break-in found that "the long term impact of Watergate on public trust
has been rddivey light... [I]n spite of some decline in confidence, Americans
perceptions of government today remain more positive than negative”* The public may
not hold a sophigicated view of what condtitutes corruption or of how dite processes
work, but therr judgments generdly reinforce, rather than conflict with, those of dites.
Elites devdop their own informa codes and judtifications, but for the most part these are
not fundamentaly a odds with socid vaues, and are condrained to a degree by public
opinion. Elite and mass perceptions of corruption are shaped by political contention as
well as by mord reasoning. But this is a good thing, for higtoricdly such contention has
often been the way ethicad issues have been raised, debated, and seftled, at least for a
time3® A politicd system contentious enough to engage in scandd is open enough to
enable critics to have their say, and for elites to respond, even if only for reasons of
partisan advantage or sdf-preservation. That process, while hardly the same thing as a
date of politica virtue, demongrates the vaue of open, competitive politics — one reason

why corruption isa concern in the first place.

35 Gallup Poll, “Americans’ Faith in Government Shaken but Not Shattered by Watergate.” The results are
based on telephone interviews with arandomly selected national sample of 935 adults, 18 years and older,
conducted May 30 - June 1, 1997. The 95 percent confidence interval for the margin of error is+ 4 percent.
http://mww.gallup.com/POLL_ARCHIVES970619.htm

36 Johnston, M. 1993. "Political Corruption: Historical Conflict and the Rise of Standards', Ch. 18 (pp. 193-
205) in L. Diamond and M. F. Plattner (eds.), The Global Resurgence of Democracy. (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press).
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But the country faces mgor problems too. While the limits of acceptable behavior
ae sen in bascdly dmilar terms by ctizens and dites, citizens ae not particulaly
confident that their officids abide by those rules. Some of therr concerns are misplaced:
citizens tend to say corruption is less common in locd government than a the date
levels, and less serious there than in Washington. Most anadlysts would reverse that rank-
ordering, but again appearances count for a great ded. As noted, the “gray area’ in which
dite and mass dandards differ includes not just ethicaly dubious conduct, but key
functions such as campaign funding, access to decison makers, and the organizaion of
the legidative process. The vigor and openness of those processes must be preserved, and
the impulse to regulae soft-money donations and spending on issue advocacy Smply
because they are now unregulated -- a lamentable feature of the current debate -- should
be ressted in favor of a more subtle consderation of what makes for an open,
competitive process®’ Politics involves influence and the advocacy of private interests,
and it will aways create winners and losers. More debate is better than less, and the
process will aways cost money. We gain nothing, and put much a risk, by trying to teke

the politics out of palitics.

While public demands for action cannot just be ignored, and while there are
problems in the current system, reformers must proceed with caution. The task is not just
to prevent wrongdoing, but dso to win back, or to retain, the enthusasm, trust, and
paticipation of the citizens -- to be concerned with good palitics as wel as with bad

conduct. Widespread public disirust, low levels of participation, and weak mandates do

37 See, for adiscussion, Stanley C. Brubaker. 1998. "Campaigh Spending Limits: Unnecessary, Pernicious,
and Wholly Foreign to the Constitution", The Public Interest 133 (September), forthcoming.
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not hdp any paty to govern, and do nothing to drengthen the condraining force of
public opinion. Reformers would do well to consder ways to address, not just the need
for trangparency, but aso questions of appearances -- both devisng reforms that take
public conceptions of good politics into account, and doing everything possble to
educate citizens about the effects reforms will, and will not, have. In that task the news
media and scholars can undoubtedly play more effective roles. Proposals that would
regulate (or more extensvey report) the timing of dondions, tha would channd them
into anonymous funds with candidates not knowing the sources of donations, or tha
would redrict donations to home-dtate or home-didtrict sources, might al be worth
careful thought in that regard. (Regulaions on condituency service activities would seem
much harder to devise without threatening democratic processes) But much is up to the
citizens as wdl, for if the bad news is that dubious behavior goes on in a Szable ethica
gray area, the good news is that public opinion still makes a difference. In a democracy,
people may not get the kinds of politics they ask for, but they do get what they have

shown they will tolerate.
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