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In recent years, political corruption has received widespread attention from a his-
torical perspective.2 Historical questions regarding political corruption range from 
finding out what exactly constituted corrupt behaviour at certain moments and in 
certain contexts to the questions of when, how and why assumptions about and ex-
pectations of (public) officials may have changed.3 The importance of historical 
questions concerning political corruption cannot be overestimated, for they allow us 
to better understand fundamental issues of human political and social interaction. 
The very term «corruption» immediately reflects the assumptions, interests and val-
ues held by countless actors in an ever-changing political environment. Investigat-
ing corruption enables us (directly or indirectly) to determine changes in implicit or 
explicit ideas about such contested issues as ‹the good life›, ‹the common good›, ‹the 
public interest› or the necessity of a delineation between a public and a private 
sphere. The historical study of corruption can indeed help us to better understand 
the purpose and function of government, and to place these in a historical perspec-
tive. Which acts are condemned or condoned, after all, has as much to say about 

Toon	Kerkhoff	/	Ronald	Kroeze	/	Pieter	Wagenaar

Corruption and the Rise of  
Modern Politics in Europe in the Eighteenth 

and Nineteenth Centuries:  
A Comparison between France,  

the Netherlands, Germany and England 

Introduction1



20 Toon	Kerkhoff	/	Ronald	Kroeze	/	Pieter	Wagenaar

	 4	 See, for instance, some contributions to recent 
journal issues and edited article collections: M. P. 
Hoenderboom / A.D.N. Kerkhoff, «Corruption 
and Capability in the Dutch Republic: the Case of 
Lodewijk Huygens (1676)», in: Public Voices 10 
(2008) 2, 7–24; H. von Thiessen, «Korruption 
und Normenkonkurrenz. Zur Funktion und 
Wirkung von Korruptionsvorwürfen gegen die 
Günstling-Minister Lerma und Buckingham in 
Spanien und England im frühen 17. Jahrhun-
dert», in: Engels / Fahrmeir / Nützenadel, Geld – 
Geschenke – Politik, 91–120; A.D.N. Kerkhoff et al., 
«Dutch Political Corruption in Historical Per-
spective: From 18th century Value Pluralism to a 
19th Century Dominant Liberal Value System 
and Beyond», in: Grüne / Slanička, Korruption, 
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individual officials or groups of officials as what government as a whole should or 
should not be about. 

Contributions to the historical study of corruption mainly fall into the category 
of single case studies on the occurrence and meaning of corruption in various na-
tional contexts. These are often informative, especially when they combine national, 
historical, contextual and in-depth case studies of corruption with the use of explicit 
theoretical, thematic and/or methodological frameworks.4 Cases such as these have 
provided us with considerable knowledge on the occurrence and meaning of corrup-
tion and underlying public values, and any related historical changes. The only 
downside to these case studies is that they are somewhat limited in their temporal 
and geographic scope: cross-national and/or cross-temporal (diachronic) compara-
tive perspectives are rarely taken. In this special issue, we seek to improve on this 
state of affairs and offer contributions that add to a small but growing «second cat-
egory» of cross-national and/or cross-temporal historical research on corruption. 
This allows us to investigate possible over-generalisations (see our hypothesis be-
low) that are based on information that otherwise remains limited to separate and 
isolated cases. This, we believe, will reduce misconceptions, allow us to look beyond 
the superficial and is likely to generate and answer new questions such as how, why, 
when and where large scale (European-wide) changes in public morality occurred. 
Furthermore, we believe that it is only through cross-national and/or cross-temporal 
comparison that we are able to gain a better understanding of differences and simi-
larities between European states for instance regarding «cultures of corruption» (or: 
the influence of various political systems on the occurrence of political corruption), 
attempts to end corruption and changing public value systems.5

The main difficulty with such a comparative perspective, however, lies in com-
paring and connecting cases that are quite different, if not in principle then in prac-
tice.6 Can we really systematically investigate corruption on a cross-national or wider 
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European level? Can we compare what are arguably different political-administrative 
systems at different places and times? Fahrmeir is right to raise the question of 
whether a focus on different national and synchronic cases will not always yield dif-
ferent developments and/or processes.7 Still, he also suggests that such compari-
sons are indeed possible, if we go beyond strictly period-based analyses and, for in-
stance, focus on a discourse analysis of the political debate across time and place. 
We, too, believe that cross-national and/or cross-temporal comparisons make sense 
when taking further steps in historical corruption research. When confronted with 
the task of generating meaningful cross-national and cross-temporal insights into 
any changes in corruption and public values in a wider European context, cases from 
different times and national contexts can be explicitly connected, namely by examin-
ing a central hypothesis.8	

1. A Central Hypothesis and Question

The central hypothesis underlying this special issue is that a shift in debates on and 
perceptions of corruption occurred somewhere during the «long nineteenth	cen-
tury» as a result of modernisation processes (see below). Essentially, this involved a 
shift from the early modern plurality of values to clashing political ideologies in 
modern times.9 For the seventeenth century, von Thiessen has shown how parallel 
norms (Parallelität von Normen) existed within societies.10 According to von Thies-
sen, early modern administrators constantly had to deal with values from two dis-
tinct «moral codes». The first involved legally and formally fixed norms in service of 
the community. The other consisted of the informal or «face-to-face» norms of ad-
ministrative praxis. Early modern diplomats, for example, were constantly con-
fronted with the problem of finding a balance between them.11 Other studies on 
different functionaries in different countries and periods have yielded similar re-
sults.12 Most recently, Wagenaar has elaborated on the distinction between face-to-
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face societies and more bureaucratic ones in his enquiry into seventeenth-century 
Dutch bailiffs. He described face-to-face societies as «lacking central population reg-
istrations, large state bureaucracies, police files, social security, insurance compa-
nies and so on» and consisting of members who were «compensated by simply 
knowing anyone they had to do business with, and knowing his or her family».13 In 
such a system, Wagenaar says – following van de Pol14 – «one’s credit depended on 
one’s reputation, and losing reputation could mean losing one’s livelihood». Of 
course, a face-to-face society’s highly personal and «particularistic» norms could eas-
ily come into conflict with the impersonal and «universalistic» norms attached to 
the budding bureaucracy also known in early modern society. In effect, there were 
two distinct moral codes and administrators would often be judged according to 
both. Behaviour was considered corrupt as soon as the balance was disturbed.

This early modern world of value plurality ended, so the hypothesis goes, some-
time in the long nineteenth century. Debates on corruption – as modes for the ar-
ticulation of value conflict in Early Modern Europe – were transformed into a mode 
of articulation for opposing political ideologies. Public functionaries could no longer 
be in two worlds at the same time. Now, there was a public world in which one set  
of norms and values was idealised, and where the personal (private) sphere no  
longer played a part. As a result, debates on corruption in early modern times dif-
fered greatly from those in modern times. Previously, debates had centred mostly  
on questions of whether or not to follow the rules of face-to-face society and/or the 
rules of an emerging bureaucracy. Now, it was accepted that only one set of norms 
should dominate the public sphere and government. Ideological debates emerged 
and dealt with wider political questions, for instance, regarding the functioning of the 
state and government. In modern times, again, according to our hypothesis, debates 
on political corruption seemed to have acquired an increasingly ideological frame. 
Certain acts were now considered corrupt, for instance, because they were «liberal», 
«conservative» or «bureaucratic». As a result, we hypothesize that debates on and 
perceptions of corruption changed dramatically in the course of the long nineteenth 
century.

Of course, there is also great geographical diversity in the specific periods when 
these changes potentially occurred. Any shifts from early modern to modern came 
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about at different times or moments across the countries discussed in this special 
issue. This reflects neither a linear development, nor probably an inevitable one. We 
also acknowledge that the concept of modernisation and its link with corruption are, 
for good reasons, contested issues. We do not wish to contend, for instance, that 
conflicts about corruption were phenomena exclusive to the modern world.15 As 
Niels Grüne has pointed out, attributing specific forms of corruption perception and 
criticism to merely one epoch or another would indeed be wrong.16 And as Moritz 
Isenmann has recently emphasized, one can easily find «modern» notions of public 
office in pre-modern times and vice versa.17 Thus categories such as «early modern» 
or «modern» should not function as a «Procrustean solution» by means of which 
historical data are tailored to fit the concepts. Given the valid objections against an 
overly dogmatic view of «modernisation», it is not our aim to uncritically adopt such 
an approach in order to explain the occurrence and/or change in the discussion or 
discourse on corruption in the long nineteenth century. At the same time, worries 
about «Procrustean» practices should not lead to a situation in which theories, mod-
els or hypotheses are rejected out of hand.18 A hypothesis (controversial to some) is 
therefore deduced in this special issue from existing literature which is tentatively 
tested through empirical historical research.

With these considerations in mind, we have derived a central question from our 
hypothesis that guides the following various contributions. The question concerns 
what corruption perceptions exactly consisted of in four Western European coun-
tries (see below) during the long nineteenth century, and whether our hypothesis of 
a shift in this period from «parallelism of norms» to «clashing ideologies», and a 
change in perceptions of corruption, holds true when we look at corruption cases in 
specific «snapshots» in time. This question required the contributors to pay specific 
attention to debates and discussions or discourses on corruption surrounding noto-
rious public scandals. This means that the articles presented here do not consider 
what might be called «normal» or «regular» crime. By the latter, we mean corruption 
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in which the only question was whether someone was guilty or not. It was corrup-
tion, in other words, that was not accompanied by scandal and/or debate because 
there was no normative ambiguity. Instead, the focus here is exclusively on extraor-
dinary instances of scandal and debate in order to find out what was explicitly con-
sidered and labelled corrupt, wrong or reprehensible behaviour in certain times and 
places, and how and why such perceptions changed. Our question also required the 
various authors to pay attention to changing values as a result of dramatic shifts in 
the political-administrative system in the long nineteenth century.19 It is likely, for 
example, that in some of the countries under investigation the rise of new nine-
teenth century institutions such as parliaments, constitutions and a professional 
bureaucracy caused perceptions of corruption to change, as attention was paid to 
«new» or reinterpreted public values and new expectations towards government and 
public officials. Yet the opposite could also be true.

Finally, the four countries investigated – France, the Netherlands, Germany and 
England – have been selected for various reasons. First, this special issue is an out-
come of a conference held in Amsterdam in 2010 in which papers on these coun-
tries – for reasons mentioned below – were presented.20 Second, the four countries 
are in close geographic proximity to each other and share similar cultural and/or 
political traits. Third, the above-mentioned hypothesis has been made for Western 
Europe in general and applied to France, England, the Netherlands and Germany in 
particular. Finally, this special issue is essentially a first attempt at a cross-national 
and/or cross-temporal comparison of these four countries. While these nations  
fit well together – for the reasons mentioned – other countries could in theory be 
selected as well. In fact, we welcome such research.

2. Changing Political Corruption: Pre-modern Plurality and Modern Clashes 
of Ideologies?

How are we to put our hypothesis to the test? In the following, we briefly introduce 
and discuss three approaches and/or «grand theories» that have proved useful in the 
contributions to this special issue in better understanding changes in forms of and 
notions about corruption over time. We draw upon the work of Michael Johnston, 
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Max Weber and Niklas Luhmann, who (in different ways) view possible transitions 
from «old» to «new» public value systems as transitions between different phases of 
political development. In such transitions, assumptions of what constitutes right or 
wrong public administrative behaviour (i.e. corruption) also changed. In this way, 
their theories are highly useful to the discussion of the central hypothesis underly-
ing our approach to the historical analysis of corruption in modern politics.

Michael Johnston: Corruption Scandals and Political Contest 
In his approach, the American political scientist Michael Johnston urges scholars to 
adopt an open and contextual rather than a «universalistic» understanding of cor-
ruption.21 Johnston’s view on corruption is broad enough to encompass wrongful 
individual behaviour as well as the political and social processes that define it as 
such in any particular context. According to him, any definition of corruption should 
not just take specific individual actions into account but also the broader contextual 
processes of consent, influence and authority. Johnston states that what he calls a 
«neo-classical» approach to defining corruption «might have it that corruption is the 
abuse, according to the legal or social standards constituting a society’s system of 
public order, of a public role or resource for private benefit. Like others, this notion 
incorporates the basic idea of the abuse of public roles or resources for private ben-
efit. Unlike them, it is not intended to specify a precise category of behaviour as 
corrupt, but rather is concerned with corruption as a political and moral issue […].» 
Johnston adds that «this kind of definition directs our attention to the forces con-
tending over the meanings of concepts such as ‹abuse›, ‹public role›, and ‹private 
benefit›».22 This has been called a «social constructivist» approach to corruption, 
because it is based on the idea that corruption is defined through the contestation of 
these concepts (and other ones) in specific places and periods. «Corrupt» is what is 
considered corrupt at a certain place and time.23

According to Johnston, concepts such as corruption therefore acquire their true 
meaning from the discussion, debate and contestation in corruption scandals that 
are themselves, essentially, clashes between different views on what is right or wrong. 
Corruption, in other words, is socially constructed as a result of disagreements be-
tween fundamentally different notions of what government should or should not be 
about.24 At the very least, converging and/or conflicting values reflect a debate about 
which values and norms should prevail and what kind of behaviour is acceptable or 
unacceptable. As Alasdair Roberts has put it, different «syndromes», codes or value 
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systems are «the product of social struggles and popular arguments about proper 
conduct».25 In other words, when value systems clash or come into contact, people 
have to make up their minds and seek a balance of values and norms. Somewhere 
and somehow, bureaucratic values such as impartiality or neutrality came to substi-
tute, replace or were added to existing «pre-bureaucratic» values such as individual 
reputation or family honour. Accordingly, an analysis of corruption provides insight 
into the development of a new political value system. Or as Johnston puts it: «The 
real issue […] is not what constitutes a corrupt action. Instead, it is what the concept 
of corruption tells us about a political system and its continuing development.»26

Max Weber: Corruption as Imperfect Bureaucratisation
Johnston’s approach is extremely useful for tackling such contingent and contextual 
concepts as corruption and public values, especially in a historical and political con-
text where relatively recent notions such as the public-private divide or clear princi-
pal-agent relations are often lacking. It does not, however, provide theoretical expla-
nations for the possible causes of change. A second theoretical perspective that has 
proved a useful tool for investigating changing assumptions of corruption and pub-
lic values comes from Max Weber, who understood corruption to be a deficient ratio-
nalisation of the public service, and a phase on the route from patrimonial to ratio-
nal legal administration.27 Weber also had a notion of clashing value systems or an 
(evolutionary) transition from one phase to another. «For him», write Rubinstein 
and von Maravic, «corruption was the hallmark of an earlier, more ‹primitive› stage 
of society, and would eventually vanish with the triumph of a professionalized bu-
reaucracy».28 Using his famous bureaucratic ideal type, Weber argued that in a mod-
ern bureaucracy a non-corrupt public official behaves rationally, obeys standardised 
rules of behaviour and recognizes a strict distinction between the office and the of-
fice holder. As these norms slowly became dominant, traditional patrimonial behav-
iour came to be called corrupt.29

Niklas Luhmann: «Corruption» Arising from the Merging of Social Systems
The work of Niklas Luhmann offers a third perspective on competing and changing 
value systems. Luhmann views contemporary society as divided into «self-referen-
tial» functional systems. Corruption occurs when these systems merge, for instance, 
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when the legal system is influenced by the economy or the political system. Accord-
ing to Luhmann, pre-modern society did not separate these functional systems, but 
was primarily based on social rank (stratification). As Niels Grüne and Tom Tölle 
demonstrate in their article, the evolution of horizontal functional differentiation 
(e.g., bureaucracies) within a predominantly vertical, stratified society is a central 
analytical key to the «Normenkonkurrenz» in the early modern period. In corruption 
debates, political actors could either refer to the legal and moral values of, for ex-
ample, public administration or to the principles of social stratification. Further-
more, Luhmann’s distinction between «semantics» and «social structure» can help 
us to discriminate between long-standing ideas and vocabularies of corruption (cri-
tique), on the one hand, and changing social and institutional contexts of their his-
torical usage, on the other.30

3. Modern Corruption: Bureaucratisation, Democratisation and 
Industrialisation?

The approaches described here seem especially fruitful when we examine the rise 
of modern political-administrative organisation in the long nineteenth century. As 
we have already seen above, «modernisation» is a contested concept and should  
be treated with caution. It refers to a highly diffuse and elusive development, con-
sisting of intellectual as well as practical changes. While the concept defies defini-
tion, modernisation is nonetheless often believed to have begun in the sixteenth 
century (the «early modern» period). The period of its fastest development, how-
ever, was from the second half of the eighteenth century onwards, only then to slow 
down around the First World War. There have certainly been many definitions of 
modernisation. Sometimes the concept is simply not defined at all. In this special 
issue, we have decided to follow Bayly, who does attach a specific meaning to it.31 
According to him, modernisation consists of three major processes that took place 
during the long nineteenth century: bureaucratisation, democratisation and in- 
dustrialisation. Bureaucratisation is a twofold process. On the one hand, it denotes 
the rise of the state and the ever-growing presence of its administration; on the 
other hand, it refers to the advance of the rational-legal approach in politics and 
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society.32 Democratisation is the process of increasingly structuring public influ-
ence over time, which resulted in parliamentary control and growing popular influ-
ence on state behaviour, for example, in the form of extended male suffrage. Taking 
a political perspective, we note that industrialisation gave rise to new types of pub-
lic-private cooperation in the form of state concessions and new elites who profited 
from them such as the railroad barons. 

It is interesting to analyse these three processes from a corruption perspective, 
as corruption itself appears to have become a more significant element in public and 
political discourse from the end of the eighteenth century onwards.33 According to 
Bayly, the French Revolution – and similar occurrences throughout Europe – started 
a debate on the nature of good governance in which representations of corruption 
played a central role.34 Jens Ivo Engels has similarly argued that the content of cor-
ruption changed and that corruption became a political issue in the long nineteenth 
century. For example, democratisation started a debate about what was the best form 
of political organisation and who were most capable to safeguard the common inter-
est. The rise of the state increased the threat of more state misbehaviour and admin-
istrative dominance (Beamtenherrschaft), as an ever growing amount of (public) 
money, resources and offices had to be distributed by state officials.35 The new eco-
nomic elites who emerged as a result of industrialisation used their economic posi-
tion and private money to argue for and acquire political influence, which, in turn, 
incited debates on corruption. At the beginning of the twentieth century, a peaceful 
integration of the different value systems that had thus started to clash seemed 
much less likely than a century before. 

4. Contributions

In the first article, Niels Grüne and Tom Tölle use a modified systems-theoretical 
approach to place early modern discourse on corruption in the sphere of Normen-
konkurrenz, between stratified estate society and functional organisations such as 
public administration. By way of this model, they compare six corruption conflicts in 
German territories and Great Britain over a period covering the seventeenth to the 
early nineteenth century. Grüne and Tölle find a high degree of continuity at the 
semantic level of vocabularies and patterns of argumentation, which shaped debates 
under different and changing socio-structural conditions. They show that discus-
sions over bureaucratic values not only loomed large long before 1750, but could be 
closely intertwined with constitutional and ideological issues even at an early stage. 
Second, Toon Kerkhoff discusses changing perceptions of and debates on political 
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corruption in the Netherlands, juxtaposing a general outline of Dutch early modern 
debates and perceptions of corruption with modern, long-nineteenth-century de-
bates and perceptions, which he illustrates with a detailed case study of Dutch po-
litical corruption in 1798. Kerkhoff shows how a transition occurred from early mod-
ern value pluralism to the coherent political views on corruption of the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth century, and describes considerable differences in the debates, 
discourses and perceptions between the two periods. Kerkhoff’s case shows how, 
despite some remaining «pockets» of Normenpluralität, modern perceptions started 
to predominate in debates. In the third article, Robert Bernsee discusses perceptions 
of and discourses and debates on corruption in the German lands around 1800, fo-
cusing on recurrent, dominant and central «categories» of corruption that were used 
to criticise corrupt public behaviour. The accusatory and ideological categories sur-
rounding «secret societies», «ancien regime» and «bureaucracy» played a crucial role 
in shaping the corruption debates. The fourth article by Christian Ebhardt deals 
with corruption in railroad companies in Great Britain and France between 1830 
and 1880. Ebhardt argues that industrialisation (an element of Bayly’s concept of 
modernisation) gave rise to new economic elites who tried to get a place in the dem-
ocratic system by leveraging their economic position. The author uses cases of elec-
toral corruption to study the integration of new participants into the existing politi-
cal arena. This, in turn, provides insight in the negotiation processes between 
different social groups, the debates on the separation between the public and private 
(personal) spheres and the increasing influence of economic interests in politics. In 
the fifth article, Ronald Kroeze and Annika Klein examine corruption scandals in the 
Netherlands and Germany both during and shortly after the First World War. They 
show how the close cooperation between politicians, state officials and private entre-
preneurs during the war resulted in a corruption debate which undermined general 
confidence in modern politics. This final case is therefore a clear example of the 
growing disbelief in modern concepts such as bureaucracy and parliamentary de-
mocracy, and of the clash of ideological viewpoints on how the state should be dem-
ocratically governed.

Thus, whereas these five contributions cover different countries, periods and 
theoretical approaches, by analysing corruption they all focus on the development of 
political-administrative behaviour. Second, the contributions aim – to varying de-
grees – to provide new perspectives on the question of whether changes in values 
and perceptions of corruption resulted from the confrontations or clashes between 
systems and if so, how new might have replaced old. Third, each author adopts a 
critical attitude towards the volume’s main hypothesis and the theory of modernisa-
tion, sometimes adding some nuance or corroborate evidence. These three elements 
can help us to analyse whether, and in what way, the corruption discourse itself 
changed throughout the long nineteenth century, and this might have related to the 
development of a new «modern» public morality and new political-institutional set-
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tings. In the end, this may enable us to discuss changing assumptions of corruption 
and public values in a broader Western European context, while covering a relatively 
long time span. In a short concluding essay Wagenaar, Kroeze and Kerkhoff will 
provide such a brief discussion. We obviously cannot presume to offer either hard 
evidence or universal laws, but we hope this issue will nonetheless contribute to 
what is still a small body of literature on cross-national and cross-temporal compara-
tive research into corruption and public values.
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