WILEY-
BLACKWELL

tHe LONDON SCHOOL
oF ECONOMICS anp
POLITICAL SCIENCE B

Worlds Apart: Notes on the Social Reality of Corruption

Author(s): Steven Chibnall and Peter Saunders

Source: The British Journal of Sociology, Vol. 28, No. 2 (Tun., 1977), pp. 138-154

Published by: Blackwell Publishing on behalf of The London School of Economics and Political Science
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/590207

Accessed: 04/04/2011 13:20

Y our use of the JSTOR archive indicates your acceptance of JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use, available at
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp. JSTOR's Terms and Conditions of Use provides, in part, that unless
you have obtained prior permission, you may not download an entire issue of ajournal or multiple copies of articles, and you
may use content in the JSTOR archive only for your personal, non-commercial use.

Please contact the publisher regarding any further use of this work. Publisher contact information may be obtained at
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black.

Each copy of any part of a JSTOR transmission must contain the same copyright notice that appears on the screen or printed
page of such transmission.

JSTOR is anot-for-profit service that helps scholars, researchers, and students discover, use, and build upon awide range of
content in atrusted digital archive. We use information technology and tools to increase productivity and facilitate new forms
of scholarship. For more information about JSTOR, please contact support@jstor.org.

Blackwell Publishing and The London School of Economics and Political Science are collaborating with
JSTOR to digitize, preserve and extend access to The British Journal of Sociology.

http://www.jstor.org


http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=lonschool
http://www.jstor.org/stable/590207?origin=JSTOR-pdf
http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp
http://www.jstor.org/action/showPublisher?publisherCode=black

British Journal of Sociology ~ Volume 28 Number 2 Fune 1977

Steven Chibnall
Peter Saunders

Worlds apart: notes on the social reality
of corruption

‘When I use a word’, Humpty Dumpty said in a rather scornful tone,
‘it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.’
‘The question is’, said Alice, ‘whether you can make words mean
so many different things.’
“The question is’, said Humpty Dumpty, ‘which is to be master—
that’s all.’
Lewis Carroll—Through the Looking-Glass

In the course of their contribution to the sociology of knowledge,
Berger and Luckmann drew attention to the proliferation of what they
termed ‘sub-universes of meaning’ generated by the increasing com-
plexity of the division of labour:

With the establishment of sub-universes of meaning a variety of
perspectives on the total society emerges ... this multiplication of
perspectives greatly increases the problem of establishing a stable
symbolic canopy for the entire society. Each perspective . .. will be
related to the concrete social interests of the group that holdsit. ..
The increasing number and complexity of sub-universes make them
increasingly inaccessible to outsiders. They become esoteric enclaves,
‘hermetically sealed’ ... to all but those who have been properly
initiated into their mysteries.!

While Berger and Luckmann examine the mechanisms of legitima-
tion and differentiation by which such sub-universes maintain their
discreteness and relative autonomy, the implications of their existence
are only hinted at. An exhaustive analysis of these implications is beyond
the scope of this paper, but we do hope to cast a little more light on the
relationship between what Berger and Luckmann term °‘the core
universe of meaning’, and particular ‘sub-universes’ embodied in seg-
mented institutional spheres.2 To this end, we shall draw on examples
from a recent case which appears to us to represent one instance of
conflict between the core universe of meaning and a relatively auto-
nomous sub-universe with its own situational moralities, this particular
conflict turning on the meaning of the common-sense category of
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‘corruption’. The case we have selected centres on the activities of John
Poulson, an architect who filed a petition for bankruptcy in 1972.
During his bankruptcy hearing, evidence was given relating to Poulson’s
donation of gifts to a variety of public officials in local government,
the Civil Service and the nationalized industries, and as a result of
these disclosures, he and George Pottinger, a senior Civil Servant,
were charged with, and subsequently convicted of, corrupt practice.
Other officials, including the chairman of the Durham Police Author-
ity, Andrew Cunningham, and the former leader of Newcastle council,
T. Dan Smith, have since been convicted on similar charges arising out
of the Poulson affair, but we shall be chiefly concerned with the
Poulson /Pottinger case, for this most clearly reveals the ambiguity
surrounding the concept of ‘corrupt practice’. As Poulson himself
complained at the close of that trial:

The British have this hypocritical idea about things. It’s wrong, it’s
illegal, but who cares >—that’s what they’re saying. And I’ve been a
pawn in the works—a victim of hypocrisy and the system. Somebody
is going to have to sit down and work out just what is entertaining
and what is corruption so that everybody will know where they
stand.

Throughout this paper corruption will be regarded as a negotiated
classification of behaviour rather than as an inherent quality of be-
haviour. Such a classification is accomplished by the application of
certain tacit, common sense interpretative criteria, dependent on
specific social contexts and embedded in stocks of knowledge. Thus the
same act may be open to a variety of interpretations according to which
set of criteria is considered appropriate in a given situation. The devel-
opment of alternative classificatory procedures is an integral part of the
emergence of distinctive sub-universes of meaning, and such unexpli-
cated procedures are generated as ad hoc solutions to the problemsshared
by members of a particular collectivity. They reflect the values, experi-
ences and practical purposes of the collectivity, providing a framework
of meaning within which the routine activities of members can be made
sense of, and supplying informal rules of legitimacy for these activities.
While they may not constitute a fully coherent system, or be similarly
understood by all members, they nevertheless form the basis of reality-
construction within the group.? They are thus indigenously-derived
alternatives to any externally-generated classificatory procedures
(founded in the core universe of meaning in the wider society) which
may come to be imposed on members’ behaviour. The essential differ-
ence between the two sets of procedures lies in the flexibility and what
may be termed the ‘positive bias’ of the alternative set. These alter-
native procedures are generated in such a way as to facilitate the
favourable categorization of members’ everyday activities. These
on-going activities ensure that the procedures retain a certain flexibility
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of application, and generally remain responsive to the practical
purposes of their users. This is particularly true of procedures which
lack any formal institutionalization. The process of institutionalization
generally reduces flexibility and leads to classificatory procedures and
their attendant meanings taking on a quality of facticity which con-
strains the manipulations of their users.# The contents of the core
universe of meaning are not fundamentally different in this respect
from those of the sub-universes. Both have components which have
been formally institutionalized co-existing with others of a more in-
formal or even subterranean type.>

The distinctiveness of the core universe lies in its imperialism which,
in turn, derives from the power of its developers. As Paul Rock puts it:

Power and privilege are unevenly distributed in a complex society.
They are typically grounded in institutional structures which are
themselves hierarchically organized. Amongst the network of moral
worlds that makes up a society, therefore, particular groups enjoy
unusual structural advantages in the exercise of power. They have
acquired the capacity to impose their own conceptions of proper order
on others. While the populations of most of a society’s fragments
are relatively impotent, those of a few are armed with a coercive
apparatus which extends their domination over a wide area.t

While the core universe of meaning is generally presented in a reified
form, independent of its human creators, it cannot be other than
socially constructed. It achieves its position of dominance over alterna-
tive universes by virtue of the socio-economic power of its champions.
As Berger and Luckmann assure us, ‘He who has the bigger stick has
the better chance of imposing his definitions of reality.’” The behav-
ioural codes of the core universe find their primary institutionalization
in law. Law possesses a generalized authority not shared by the behav-
ioural codes of subordinate moral worlds. Such worlds may well
institutionalize normative systems of their own but the authority of law
is such that any subordinate code open to public inspection must
generally conform to its dictates or expose its followers to the powerful
coercive apparatus of the state. As Rock puts it:

The main significance of law, however, is that it is imperialistic. It is
buttressed by state agencies which employ a ‘monopoly of the
legitimate use of physical force’. The edicts of a legal system are
intended to cover the whole network of minor moral worlds irrespec-
tive of their acquiescence. ... The changing meanings of moral
behaviour are not held to be of any moment to law. . .. There is no
accommodation to situational morality. There is instead a categori-
cal code which overrides every other.3

It is this potential conflict between situational morality and the
categorical code of law which is taken as the central theme of this
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paper. The implication of the existence of alternative moralities and
classificatory procedures for deviant behaviour is that, while members
of a social group may routinely operate with their own set of largely
unexplicated rules and interpretative criteria, they are forced to address
themselves to the categorical code of law when formally called upon to
account for problematic behaviour. That is, in the course of everyday
interaction within the group, a member may adopt a situational
morality in accord with his practical purposes at hand, defining his
situation with reference to informal interpretive criteria current within
the group. While aware of possible alternative definitions deriving from
the legal code, he may choose to ignore them. This is the type of shifting
and displacing of perspectives which Berger and Luckmann refer to
as ‘cool alternation’, and which they suggest may be a characteristic
response to secondary socialization:

In secondary socialization . . . the individual may internalize differ-
ent realities without identifying with them. Therefore, if an alternative
world appears in secondary socialization, the individual may opt for
it in a manipulative manner. One could speak here of ‘cool’ alterna-
tion. The individual internalizes the new reality, but instead of it
being Ais reality, it is a reality to be used by him for specific purposes
. . . if this phenomenon becomes widely distributed, the institutional
order as a whole begins to take on the character of a network of
reciprocal manipulations.?

But while the group member may opt for a particular informal
situational morality which will enable him to classify his behaviour
favourably in a private context, he will be unable to exercise the same
choice if his behaviour is challenged by some powerful outsider or
someone with formal authority within the group. In such a situation
the group member is obliged to defend his behaviour on the basis of a
less flexible and more formalistic code. The acceptibility of accounts
varies with the audience, as Scott and Lyman have noted:

One variable governing the honouring of an account is the character
of the social circle in which it is introduced ... Vocabularies of
accounts are likely to be routinized within cultures, subcultures, and
groups and some are likely to be exclusive to the circle in which they
are employed. A drug addict may be able to justify his conduct to a
bohemian world, but not to the courts. Similarly, kin and friends
may accept excuses in situations in which strangers would refuse to
do s0.10

It was just this problem of the differential acceptability of accounts
which confronted Poulson and Pottinger when they stood accused of
corruption at Leeds Crown Court at the end of 1973. They were faced
with a reclassification of their privately normalized behaviour according
to the interpretative criteria of the legal code. This amounted to the
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authoritative imposition of the legal category of “corruption” on
behaviour which had previously been regarded as largely unproblema-
tic within a particular situational morality. This situational morality
appears to have been generated through regular interaction between
building firms, architectural practices and local government officials
and members; while it is perhaps not quite the hermetically sealed
enclave of Berger and Luckmann’s ideal type, it is certainly a partially
closed world with its own codes and classificatory procedures.l! These
codes and procedures lose their efficacy in the context of the courtroom
because the categorical code of law provides the terms on which the
contest is to take place. Poulson and Pottinger were thus forced to
review their past behaviour in the light of newly relevant classificatory
procedures. Those actions which may have previously passed as accept-
able within the context of their private on-going relationship were now
vulnerable to unfavourable public interpretation. Although we can
never hope to fully retrieve the complexities of that relationship or
recreate the precise contours of its situational morality, various remarks
by Poulson and his co-defendants quoted in the press do indicate that
they routinely classified their behaviour according to interpretational
criteria different from those recognized as legitimate by the court.!?
These criteria, we suggest, evolved within a framework of vested in-
terests and ensured an endemic bias toward the favourable classifica-
tion of behaviour in accord with the actor’s practical purposes. It seems
their flexibility was such that they could be used selectively to provide
sufficient grounds for the classification of behaviour as justifiable. In
other words, they form the basis of what Scott and Lyman term justifi-
cations’.

Justificatory statements by Poulson and his co-defendants fall broadly
into two categories. The first set of justifications relate to the pervasive-
ness of similar patterns of behaviour throughout industry and the
professions:

I will never believe I have done anything criminally wrong. I did
what is business. If I bent any rules, who doesn’t? If you are going
to punish me, sweep away the system. If I am guilty, there are
many others who should be by my side in the dock ... What big
company doesn’t spend that much and more on entertaining and
getting contracts? (Poulson, quoted in the Daily Express, 12 February

1974.)

The professions—lawyers, accountants, architects, council officers,
and civil servants—are going to have to put their own houses in order.
(Poulson, quoted in the Daily Mirror, 12 February 1974.)

I don’t think there are many companies or practices—architectural
practices—or many major building contractors who could stand the
searching analysis I and Poulson have had, and come out white, or
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whiter than white. (Dan Smith in a B.B.C. television interview,
26 April 1974.)

The essential argument here is that common behaviour within a group
cannot reasonably be considered deviant—i.e. if everybody does it, it
cannot be wrong. Such a justification is not, of course, peculiar to the
Poulson case. Similar statements were made by defendants in the
American ‘Heavy electrical equipment conspiracy case of 1961°—a case
involving an illegal price-fixing conspiracy among some of the country’s
largest electrical corporations. These defendants invariably testified
that they had come new to the job, found price-fixing an established
way of life, and simply fallen in with it. As one put it:

It had become so common and gone on for so many years that I
think we lost sight of the fact that it was illegal.13

Similarly, Cook reports that many American businessmen define
ethical conduct on the criterion of standard business practice. Thus:

One of the problems of business is what is normal practice, not
what is the law. If it’s normal practice, it’s ethical—not legal, but
ethical 14

Such a statement only makes explicit what seems often to be an implicit
criterion of interpretation within business communities; namely, the
criterion of conformity. If behaviour is believed to conform to normal
practice within the community, then it may readily be classified as
‘justifiable’ on those grounds.

A second set of justifications relates to the legitimation of behaviour
by its consequences. Dan Smith, for example, argued that his actions
had not significantly harmed anybody because he had ‘. .. forced no
one to do anything against their will.” Any damage which may have
resulted from his ‘wheeling and dealing’ was insignificant in the context
of the substantial part he had played in the beneficial redevelopment of
the North-East. He felt entitled to ‘something for his trouble’:

For all the work I have done for the community, for all the early
promise of distinction and power, I am left with nothing ... The
nation depends for its street-level government on unpaid, hard-work-
ing amateurs they call councillors. Most of them have very modest
incomes—sometimes even live at the poverty level. . . . People like me
are expected to work full-time without salaries, without staff, or even
postage stamps. I for one couldn’t afford such a situation. And that
is where Poulson filled the gap ... I came to the conclusion that I
was missing out, that I could combine my real desire to give public
service with what they call a piece of the action.

Here, the argument is that public service is by no means incompatible
with private gain. Indeed, Smith was prepared to argue further that
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some questionable behaviour was essential for the achievement of
desired goals, that the ends do justify the means:

I am by nature a wheeler-dealer. How else can you be a successful
politician and get your ideas across ? Now I was being asked to wheel
and deal for someone else, and at the time I could see nothing wrong
in it—certainly nothing criminal.

These remarks thus indicate the existence within the situational moral-
ity of a second interpretational criterion—results. If an actor can satisfy
himself that his actions either lack harmful consequences, or are
necessitated by his conception of duty, he is able to classify them as
Justifiable. Such a classification may be represented in phrases such as
‘bending the rules’, ‘unorthodox methods’, ‘short-cuts’, ‘getting the
job done’, ‘public relations’, and so on.

The classification of an act as justifiable on the basis of either results
or conformity does not necessarily mean that the classifier can no longer
see the act as illegal, but it does effectively remove the negative moral
connotations which usually accompany the definition of an act as
illegal. Again, such practical reasoning is well-illustrated by a defendant
in the heavy electrical equipment conspiracy who, when asked if he had
realized that his behaviour was illegal, replied:

Illegal? Yes, but not criminal . . . I assumed that a criminal action
meant damaging someone, and we did not do that.15

Thus, we may often have a situation where a group member, on the
basis of interpretative criteria widely accepted within the group, regu-
larly justifies or normalizes intra-group behaviour which he ‘knows’
would be readily classified as deviant by outsiders. But as Matza notes,
it is this ‘plurality’ of classificatory procedures which ensures the essen-
tial ambiguity of behaviour.16 It seems that it is not just that different
people will define the same act in different ways, but that the actor
himself has a choice of definitions (that is if he chooses to define the act
at all), and that in the final analysis, his choice of definition is likely to
be highly dependent on both his practical purposes at the time, and
his assumptions about the social world and his place within it. As
Quinney has perceptively observed:

All definitions regarding any phenomena are by necessity confined
to the purposes for which they are intended ... What is essential to
any definition, in addition to purpose, are the theoretical assumptions
which underlie the formulation of the definition ... One can only
claim superiority for his own definition based on how well the defini-
tion suits his purpose and embodies his assumptions.1?

Now, in some cases, the behavioural justifications implicit in situa-
tional morality may serve to facilitate the adoption of publicly-pro-
scribed behaviour by neutralizing feelings of guilt in the way Matza and
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Sykes8 suggest, but we should be wary of overstating this argument.
The danger is that we regard actions as discrete events rather than
on-going processes. Actions are ‘situated’ within socio-cultural contexts.
They are generally grouped into patterns of activity, and are accom-
panied by routine interpretations. As Cressey has pointed out in his
discussion of motivation:

Vocabularies of motive are not invented on the spur of the moment;
before they can be used by individuals, they exist as group definitions
in which the behaviour in question, even crime, is in a sense appro-
priate. 19

We would suggest that acts which come to be defined as corrupt are
not typically isolated occurrences, unrelated to the actor’s everyday
behaviour. They are not generally the result of some sudden moment
of weakness in which the actor dips into his repertoire of learned
justifications in order to neutralize the bind of the law for some dubious
purpose. They may, instead, be more profitably viewed as abstractions
from routine and integrated patterns of behaviour, often largely
taken-for-granted by the actor and his associates. There is also no
reason to assume that in every case, the application of the interpretative
criteria of a situational morality implies a need to neutralize feelings of
guilt; it is deceptively easy to over-estimate the strength of the moral
bind of the law.

THE NEGOTIATION PROCESS

The transition from the world of everyday life to the courtroom situ-
ation involves the displacement of common-sense categories and
informal classificatory procedures by legal categories and formal pro-
cedures. Previously justifiable behaviour is threatened with re-definition
as different interpretative criteria become salient. In such a situation,
common-sense justifications are transformed into excuses as the primacy
of situational morality is usurped. They are thus reduced to the status
of statements of mitigating circumstances which can only expect to
reduce the negative consequences of classification without affecting the
classification itself.

The legal category of corruption, deriving from the Prevention of
Corruption Act of 1906, covers any circumstances in which ‘any agent . . .
corruptly accepts or obtains . . . from any person . . . any gift or consider-
ation as an inducement or reward for doing or forebearing to do ...
any act in relation to his principal’s affairs or business’. Thus, implicit
in the legal category is the notion of corruption as the exchange of gifts
for favours, but the circumstances under which such a transaction is
illegal are not defined, owing to the tautologous usage of the term
‘corruptly’ in the wording of the Act. Practical problems for the
application of the category were eased somewhat by the 1916 Prevention



146 Steven Chibnall and Peter Saunders

of Corruption Act which stated that, if it could be demonstrated that an
agent employed by a government department or a public body received
a gift from a ‘person holding or seeking to obtain a contract’ with his
employer, then a corrupt motive was to be assumed, ‘unless the contrary
is proved’.20

In the case of Poulson and Pottinger, the transfer of gifts and the
tendering of contracts was never in dispute. Instead, throughout their
trial, the negotiation of categories centred on the meaning which
Poulson and Pottinger attached to the gifts.2! The burden of proof was
on the defence, and in aiming for an acquittal, they attempted to bring
about the public classification of their behaviour as foolish, naive, or
indiscreet, rather than as illegal and corrupt. They sought to portray
their activity as ill-advised but nonetheless performed without criminal
intent. This is reflected in the defence counsel’s final speech to the

jury:
The prosecution may have proved overwhelming greed, they may
have shown a lack of integrity, they may have been able to show a

lack of common decency, but, you know, they haven’t shown corrup-
tion, have they?

Poulson maintained throughout the trial that his primary motivation
had been generosity rather than the expectation of financial gain. As he
put it in a statement after the verdict:

I may have been a fool, but I will always maintain that I am innocent
of corruption. I have never tried to bribe anybody. What I have done
is been generous on a ridiculous scale . . .

As we have already indicated, the negotiation of categories centred
on the motivation of Poulson in offering gifts, and on Pottinger’s
understanding of their meaning when accepting them. The imputation
of these motives and understandings was intimately bound up with the
question of the personal relationship between the two men—that is,
the context in which the gifts were offered and accepted. Just as
Dan Smith was to try to define his relationship with Cunningham
and Poulson as a legitimate business relationship explicable in terms
of public relations promotional activities, so similarly Poulson and
Pottinger maintained in their trial that the context of their relationship
was one of personal friendship, and that the gifts were explicable in
these terms:

This case is not about things; it is not about Aviemore Centre (a
sports complex in Scotland designed by Poulson), or Rover motor
cars, or Pelicans (Pottinger’s house paid for by Poulson), or suits of
clothing or holidays. The case is about two people, about a friendship,
about a human relationship, the friendship of one man for another.
(Herrod, defence Q.C.)
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When asked about the Pottingers’ Italian holiday, and the money he
paid for their new house, Poulson replied:

I was never asked to pay for the holiday. I did it. I was delighted to
do it. The joy of somebody else sharing it, to give pleasure to other
people apart from myself, the joy of giving . . . I have been brought
up that it is a greater pleasure to give than to receive.

Similarly, Pottinger claimed to have accepted the gifts ‘in benefit . .
from a personal friend’.

Common-sense typification of friendship, however, invariably involves
some notion of reciprocity—mutual give and take. Friends generally
exchange gifts and return favours. But in the Poulson—Pottinger rela-
tionship, exchanges appear to have been asymmetrical, and the pros-
ecution quickly seized on this contradiction:

PROSECUTION : ‘No self-respecting person would have accepted all
these gifts, and indeed at times, I suggest, solicited them, unless he
felt that in some way or other he was able to repay, or something
would be expected of him.’

POTTINGER: ‘I emphatically deny that.’

PROSECUTION : ‘You are receiving all that hospitality and you can’t
repay it, you do bestir yourself to do what favour you can?’

POTTINGER: ‘Properly, and in the course of friendship.’

He denied he was a ‘kept man’, ‘like a small boy being given a bus fare’.
But his claim that he entertained Poulson whenever the opportunity
arose could not prevent the implication being drawn that the gifts were
offered and accepted from motives other than friendship:

What friend gives a house to a friend? The nature of the gifts was
to take every financial responsibility for the man’s whole living. He
was living in a Poulson house, driving a Poulson car, wearing Poulson
suits, and travelling at Poulson’s expense . . . The gifts point not to a
friendship, but to buying a man, making him dependent.

Implicit in the prosecution’s argument, then, is the common-sense
notion that an asymmetrical exchange leads to the creation of obligation
rather than cementing of friendship.22 The relative size of the gifts thus
became an important criterion for the classification of the Poulson—
Pottinger relationship. The basic question was whether it is reasonable
to define gifts whose combined value greatly exceeded that of the
recipient’s salary as merely tokens of friendship. The answer to such a
question was clearly dependent upon common-sense notions of friend-
ship rather than on strictly legal criteria.

The criterion of relative size of gifts was also salient in the classifica-
tion of the Poulson-Dan Smith—-Cunningham relationship, although
in this case it was applied largely to common-sense notions of business
practice and specifically public relations, rather than to notions of

L
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friendship. As Cunningham himself put it in a television interview, ‘It
comes to this very grave question, you see; when does public relations
stop and corruption begin?’ Public relations may, of course, be viewed
as a form of ‘institutionalized friendship’—the strengthening of business
relationships through informal contacts and the gift of tokens of good-
will—and the question for negotiation is again, what constitutes an
appropriate token in a given context (in this case, a business context) ?
Poulson maintained that a budget of twenty thousand pounds per year
for ‘tokens’ was not excessive for a company of his size. He had clear
ideas of the token appropriate in a particular situation,?? these ideas
deriving largely from common business practices in the construction
field. But precisely because such ideas derived from the situational
morality of an occupational culture, they were constantly open to
challenge from the prosecution. Thus, for example, at one point in his
first trial, Poulson was questioned about a ‘Christmas gift’ of six bottles
of whisky to the Peterlee Development Corporation, with whom his
company had been doing business for some ten years:

PROSECUTION: ‘Would you agree that to lavish a gift on a person
who was in a position to influence a contract in your direction
would be a brief description of corruption ?’

POULSON : ‘It might beyours, but six bottles of whisky for the amount
of work we were doing, and the connections over the past ten years,
no sir.’

A second criterion by which the honesty of a relationship may be
commonsensically assessed relates to the degree of secrecy which sur-
rounds it. Implicit in the notions of guiltless friendship and honest
public relations is the assumption that such relationships are character-
ized by frankness and openness. It is generally tacitly assumed that
actors engaged in honest (or even naive, foolish, or indiscrete) trans-
actions do not attempt to conceal the nature of their behaviour from
the scrutiny of others. Covertness, in other words, implies guilt unless
‘reasonable’ explanations can be found for why any particular behav-
iour should have been kept secret.

In the Poulson case, the prosecution was able to utilize the criterion
of secrecy, in addition to that of the relative size of gifts exchanged, in
its attempt to classify the Poulson—Pottinger relationship as corrupt.
For example, evidence was introduced during the trial to suggest that
Pottinger had recently removed, defaced, and amended a number of
files at the Scottish Office relating to his relationship with Poulson.
For the prosecution, this was an ‘obvious’ indication of his guilt:

If the association between Poulson and Pottinger was shameless and
guiltless, why did he go to these lengths? The clear conclusion is
Mr Pottinger knew perfectly well as soon as this glare of publicity
was made, that it would be shouted from the rooftop that he had
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benefited by thirty thousand pounds, and there would be an investi-
gation.

The prosecution maintained that Pottinger deliberately kept his
relationship with Poulson secret from his Civil Service superiors:

Had he thought for one moment that the holiday and gifts lavished
upon him were merely tokens of friendship, he would have informed
his superior, if only as a precaution. That he never did.

Similarly, presenting the evidence in the trial of Dan Smith, the
prosecution ridiculed the idea that Smith’s activities could be explained
and accounted for in the context on his public relations work:

Ostensibly, he was said to be acting as a Public Relations consultant.
Never was a phrase so grossly abused . . . The method was by the back
door—by using a fifth column within the local councils not openly,
but stealthily and secretly for reward.

And in sentencing Poulson and Pottinger, even the trial judge pointed
to the covert nature of their relationship as indicative of their guilt and
of the gravity of their offence:

The very, very serious aspect of this case is that this corruption was
done so discreetly. If Poulson had not gone bankrupt, none of this
would have come out. This is the evil of the situation.

WORLDS APART

Poulson has maintained that he is ‘the first man to be jailed for gener-
osity’. While all laws are to some extent mediated by their selective
application on the part of the police, and their varying interpretation on
the part of the courts, the corruption law is intrinsically more ambiguous
than most, referring as it does as much to motives as to actions, and
intentions as much as consequences. The task facing the jury at the
trial of Poulson and Pottinger was similar to that which confronts a
coroner who returns a suicide verdict;2¢ namely, the necessity, having
established the ‘objective facts’ of the case, of deriving from them a
‘reasonable’ understanding of the motives and intentions of the actors
involved at the time when the behaviour took place. Such an imputa-
tion of motive can only be achieved on the basis of tacit common sense
‘cues’ (what we have termed interpretative criteria) grounded in the
everyday experiences and unexplicated understandings about human
behaviour of those whose job it is to classify such problematic behaviour
into formal categories. In this way, an ‘acceptable’ meaning and
framework of explanation is grafted onto an assorted and disorganized
array of ‘facts’.

The fundamental problem, however, as we have argued, is that in
the case of the legal category of corruption, the criteria judged to be
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relevant to the classification of behaviour may vary between, on the one
hand, those who engage in the behaviour in question, and on the other,
those whose task it is to make public judgment upon it. This is not to
argue that Poulson and his associates were unaware of the unfavourable
classification of their behaviour likely to be imposed by outsiders. The
poverty of the available data forces us to bracket the question of whether
or not they realized at the time that their behaviour could be construed
as corrupt. We have, however, argued that the categorical code of law
and its accompanying classificatory criteria (such as the relative size
of gifts exchanged, and the secrecy surroundings the exchange) are
part of the core universe of meaning which is in turn grounded in a
common stock of knowledge.2? This being so, it would be surprising if
Poulson and his co-defendants were totally unaware of them. What we
have suggested is that individuals may have a choice of definitions such
that they may come to routinely ignore or hold in abeyance such
classificatory schemes as they judge to be of hindrance to them in the
pursuit of their desired activities.26

The contradictory realities generated by the conflict between alter-
native universes of meaning are, we have argued, most clearly apparent
in the courtroom situation where codes and classifications of the core
universe achieve pre-eminence, and where privately-routinized defini-
tions and procedures are generally reduced to the status of excuses.
During the Poulson—Pottinger trial, there were many examples of this
uneven confrontation of disparate realities. For example, when asked
to define corruption, Poulson framed his answer according to a criterion
of conformity derived from a sub-universe of meaning:

Bringing influence to bear in order to get something that could not
be obtained through normal procedures ... contrary to the usual
practice accepted by the professional bodies.

He claimed that councillors routinely accepted and demanded enter-
taining from himself, and from other contractors:

It was not corruption, because it was generally done by every
building firm in this land in the housing field.

Although we must treat the evidence with caution, some of the ex-
changes between Poulson and the prosecution certainly point to the
existence of two quite contradictory conceptual machineries, one of
which was to achieve undisputed dominance in the formal context of
the courtroom:

PrROSECUTION: ‘If I may say so, it is absolute rubbish to say you
first got to appreciate corruption when you were arrested.’

pouLsoN: ‘No sir ... As far as I was concerned, they (gifts) were
not corruption. As far as I was concerned, a gift was a gift.’
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And again,

PROSECUTION: ‘Do you think you have the capacity to recognize
corruption when it stares you in the face?’

pouLsoN: ‘It only takes place when there are two parties. I do not
believe there has been in this case. We are talking about something
which I do not comprehend.’

It would clearly be misleading to view the activities of those involved
in the Poulson affair as something essentially separate from and
foreign to the occupational culture within which they were situated.
They were embedded in a complex network of informal occupational
codes of conduct and ambiguous professional relationships reflecting
the subterranean values of that culture. Their activities should be re-
garded, not as isolated and untypical, but as instances of the range of
behaviour which may come to be justified by situational morality.
Indeed, we would hypothesize that the essential flexibility of such
morality may allow an ever-increasing range of behaviour to be class-
ified as justifiable, for classificatory procedures are, we have argued, in
large part responsive to members’ practical purposes. It seems that the
category of justifiable behaviour may thus expand to accommodate a
growing variety of behaviour generated by members’ personal interests.
As this occurs, of course, the disparity between behaviour sanctioned by
the situational morality and legal codes will increase, thereby increasing
the possibility of eventual exposure. Such exposure will generally be
brought about through the challenge of relatively powerful actors with
background expectancies concerning the nature of justifiable and
legitimate behaviour deriving from the core universe of meaning and its
legal code. Thus in the case of Poulson, a largely unforeseen bankruptcy
exposed his activities to the scrutiny of the Official Receiver, and local
government corruption emerged as a public issue in Britain.

Once private behaviour is rendered problematic by public exposure,
once knowledge of that behaviour can no longer be confined within an
occupational culture, certain components of the particular sub-universe
of meaning will be subjected to severe strain as formerly unexamined
and tacitly accepted criteria of interpretation are critically questioned.
Clarifications are demanded as background expectancies are disrupted.
As Poulson put it, ‘Somebody is going to have to sit down now and work
out just what is entertaining and what is corruption, so that everybody
will know where they stand’. Indeed in retrospect, the Poulson case may
perhaps be viewed as a ‘boundary crisis’,27 for it immediately provoked
the establishment of a Royal Commission on local government corrup-
tion as an attempt to reconcile and clarify the ambiguities surround-
ing the legal category of corruption. It is possible that, following the
Poulson trials and the publication of the Commission’s report, discrep-
ancies between understanding of permissible behaviour may, tempor-
arily at least, be reduced. But in the course of everyday life, the law
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and its application may rarely impinge directly on routine behaviour,
and the law on corruption—whether or not it is clarified—is probably
no exception. Commonplace interaction between businessmen and
public officials is likely, in the long run, to remain subjectively unexam-
ined by the participants, and (in the majority of cases) unobserved by
critical outsiders. It is for this reason that Redcliffe-Maud and Wood
are correct when they suggested:

No legislation or administrative device can in the end safeguard the
public against dishonesty: only the character of the councillor and
the vigilance of his constituents can do that.28

Fundamental, therefore, to a sociological appreciation of the ‘prob-
lem’ of corruption is the recognition and understanding of, not only the
formal categories and classificatory procedures which surround it, but
also the less rigorous, privately-normalized classificatory schema and
interpretative criteria of those groups whose behaviour comes to be
publicly recognized as problematic. Analysis of the Poulson case has
indicated the existence of two distinct realities, two separate conceptual
machineries, which, in the course of routine events, remain ‘worlds

apart’.
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