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ABSTRACT:
This essay explores the psychic meaning of corruption understood as an attack on norms of conduct in organizations.  The primary focus is on why individuals fail to become securely attached to norms, and on the part played in this failure by certain key features of corruption: greed, arrogance, a sense of personal entitlement, the idea of virtue as personal loyalty, and the inability to distinguish between organizational and personal ends.  The essay considers the moral dimension of the problem and suggests that conduct normally interpreted as corrupt often expresses a powerful attachment to primitive moral thinking rather than a rejection of morality.

‘Don’t you believe in the greater good?’ he asked.  He wasn’t being facetious.  This was a serious question.  But, in itself, it meant little.  Everybody in the firm believed in the greater good.  The question that mattered was, were you still a part of the greater good?

Philip Davison, The Crooked Man

Why don't you just face it, Remy? You're not

one of the good guys anymore.

Ellen Barkin in The Big Easy

Introduction

The idea of corruption plays a powerful role in thinking about organizations and about the behavior of those entrusted with managerial responsibilities in organizations.  Highly publicized instances of criminal behavior on the part of upper-level management in organizations such as the Enron Corporation suggest, for some, the presence of the kind of moral failing the charge of corruption implies.  Criminal conduct does not in itself, however, sustain the charge of corruption.  For corruption, there must be something more than mere criminal conduct, something more than the effort to get rich at the expense of others.  For corruption, there must be the perversion of a higher end, especially a public trust.  This means that, for crime to rise to the level of corruption, we must find more in it than the effort to increase personal wealth by circumventing legal constraints.  We must also find a disconnection from significant norms. 
In this essay, I explore corruption understood as an attack on norms.  I consider the subjective or psychic meaning of this attack, and the way the attack expresses underlying emotional agendas.  My concern is with the way individuals do or do not become securely attached to norms, and with how individuals who fail to develop such attachments develop in their place certain of the key qualities associated with corruption: greed, arrogance, a sense of personal entitlement, the idea of virtue as personal loyalty, and the inability to distinguish between organizational and personal ends.

I use the term norm to refer to a standard or expected pattern of behavior.  When norms are formally instituted and sanctioned by authority, they become rules, just as rules applied for a long enough period of time may become norms.  Rules and norms take on a moral significance when their authority derives not from habit, convenience, or the arbitrary decisions of governing institutions, but from their connection to an ideal of the good.  The attack on rules and norms may then be an attack on the good, or it may be an attack on rules perceived to be arbitrary because they are not morally invested; they are not good.  
Rules are morally invested when conforming to them makes our conduct, and by extension our selves, good or right.  Morality then is all about our effort to be good and right, and therefore to fend off any possibility we could be judged bad or wrong.  Because of its involvement with being good or bad, moral thinking is closely linked to primitive emotional constructions of the world in which maintaining the separation of good from bad is an important task.  Because of its involvement with this task, moral thinking tends toward extremes and can be an obstacle to development in the direction of moderation (see Levine 1999).

The tendency of moral thinking toward extremes is also a tendency toward excess, which I argue links morality to greed.  My main thesis is that, in significant measure, the phenomena lately considered under the heading of corruption are driven by a specific form of greed, a form distinguished by its goal, which I will refer to as the “ultimate narcissistic fulfillment.”
  To attain this goal, a specific self-feeling must be secured and maintained on a permanent and uninterrupted basis.  This is the experience of the self as uniquely good and therefore uniquely worthy.  Because this goal involves setting the self apart it is exclusionary of others, who become important only as providers of assurance that we do indeed possess the one true self.  The result of the exclusionary and absolute nature of this goal is that its dominance in the psyche helps account for the contempt for others and for norms of conduct we associate with corruption.  

Yet, linking corruption to the goal of the ultimate fulfillment poses problems so far as we associate corruption with the attack on norms and the moral ideal norms embody.  This is because pursuit of the ultimate fulfillment is linked to a desperate desire to be good, since the worthy self is also the good self.  Thus, much of the behavior recently characterized as corporate corruption, because of its involvement with the kind of greed associated with the ultimate fulfillment, bears a complex and problematic relationship with morality.  On one side it attacks morality and all externally imposed norms of conduct; on the other side, it insists on establishing the connection of the self to all that is good and worthy, and, because of this, it operates on an intensely charged moral plane.  

An implication of the complex relationship between morality and corruption is that corruption cannot be considered exclusively or primarily a conscious choice of the actor, but the expression of a construction of the world held to a large degree outside of awareness.  The sharp conflict that sometimes develops between the moral claims of the corrupt and their corrupt conduct tells us that much is going on beneath the surface.  This is most notable in the inability of the corrupt to perceive their conduct as corrupt.  In the language of the film quoted above, the corrupt think they are the good guys, but they are not.  My main concern here is to explore this complex and problematic construction.  I begin with an example.

Corporate Greed or a New Morality?

In the year 2000, the Enron Corporation declared revenues of $101 billion putting it seventh on the list of largest corporations in the United States.  The company’s stock had returned a 1400 percent gain for shareholders over the preceding ten years.  Securities analysts hailed Enron as the best of the best.  They are “literally unbeatable at what they do” declared an analyst at Goldman Sachs (229).
  Less than three years later, Enron was in bankruptcy and its Chief Financial Officer, Andy Fastow, had accepted a plea agreement that included a ten-year jail sentence. As part of this agreement, Fastow admitted to working with unidentified co-conspirators to cook Enron's books and keep more than $45 million for himself.
  Six months later, Kenneth Lay, Enron’s CEO was charged with eleven felonies including involvement in a conspiracy to deceive investors and employees about the company’s financial condition.

On the surface, the Enron story is a story of corporate greed the central element in which is the extensive use of shady accounting practices to make the company appear profitable when it was not, and thereby prevent stock prices from falling to a level consistent with the corporation’s real ability to generate revenue.  Enron was all about maintaining this disparity between appearance and reality, about creating “a portrait of a reality that simply didn’t exist” (286).  Doing so lined the pockets of Enron executives who cashed in on stock options made highly lucrative by the continuous improvement in stock prices resulting from valuations based on appearance rather than reality. 

For many, the story ends here.  The leaders of the greedy corporation substitute the goal of self-aggrandizement for the goals of honest dealing and doing the real work of developing and producing good products for their customers and making profit for their shareholders.  Yet, in the case of Enron, this simple picture leaves out much of importance.  Most notably, it leaves out of account Enron’s self-conception as a company in the business of revolutionizing the natural gas business by exploiting deregulation to increase efficiency and rationalize the market.  During the 1990’s Enron’s innovations “stabilized the U.S. gas market, expanded gas production nationwide and fuelled the phenomenal growth that Enron reported during the decade” (Behr and Witt 2002).  To their own way of thinking, the leaders at Enron were not crooks, or even amoral manipulators of the system, they were visionaries engaged in transforming American industry in a direction that could, with little exaggeration, be considered the public good.  In the words of their Chief Operations Officer, Jeff Skilling, they were doing “God’s work” (xxv).  

At the center of God’s work was promoting deregulation of industry and demonstrating the gains in efficiency that would result from it.  Skilling believed that markets “were the ultimate judge of right and wrong” and that policies designed to temper this judgment “were wrong-headed and counterproductive” (31).  Lay, “truly believed in the virtues of deregulation… [and] argued consistently that deregulation would save consumers money,” by his estimate $30 billion dollars a year in the costs of natural gas between 1985 and 1996 (88).  In sum, the leadership at Enron “believed that the market was the ultimate judge of their work and their worth.”  Traders at Enron “didn’t concern themselves with ethics or morality apart from the unyielding judgment of the markets.”  In their view, maximizing profit “was not inconsistent with doing good … but an inherent part of it” (216). Enron’s association with deregulation together with enthusiasm for deregulation in the business press played an important part in fostering the myth of success at Enron (Scott 2002).  
Deregulation eliminates norms in the form of legally imposed limits.  The attack on norms in the name of efficiency and the judgment of markets led the executives at Enron in a specific direction, the one that, in retrospect, has opened them up to the charge of corruption.  This is because, at Enron, the attack on norms did not end with speaking in favor of deregulation and exploiting the opportunities deregulation made available, but extended to treating accounting rules and norms with contempt in an effort to create the appearance of profitability and sustain the value of Enron stock.

To their thinking, accounting norms were not about assuring transparency and protecting the interests of investors and the public; they were simply obstacles to be overcome, complex rule systems waiting to be manipulated and circumvented.  In a notable understatement on the part of one executive: “We just viewed the rules differently than other people” (227).  The accountants at Enron did not take the legitimacy of norms for granted; they did not identify with them simply because they were norms.  And, because of this, they felt free to circumvent the norms so far as they were able without feeling they had thereby sacrificed their moral standing.  Indeed, in manipulating the norms, their actions gained a certain moral standing as evidence of their independent-minded intelligence, a standing that came for them to carry something of the significance once invested in the idea of a norm.  The ability to circumvent and indeed discredit the norm offered proof of virtue.  It was no mere strategy to make money, although its success would be measured by monetary gain.  Being good at Enron meant being smarter than others, which included being smart enough to defeat the norms others set up to limit what can and cannot be done.  As one Enron trader put it “We took pride in getting around the rules” (275).  
The contempt for rules so central to the culture at Enron is not without justification.  When rules protect the integrity of institutions and those working in them they incorporate important norms.  Contempt for rules of this kind represents contempt for norms that protect integrity.  But rules can serve other functions, some of which are deeply problematic.  These are the rules associated with what have been referred to as “social defenses” (Menzies 1959).  When operating as part of a social defense, rules rather than protecting the integrity of worker and institution, serve instead to protect those working in institutions from responsibility for their actions (Hirschhorn 1988:2).  They make action routinized, even ritualized, and thus not only protect workers from responsibility but also inhibit or even prevent creativity and innovation in work.

When rules function as part of a social defense, they inhibit initiative and creativity by predetermining outcomes. With fewer rules, fewer outcomes are predetermined, and more space for creativity is made available.  Yet, Enron’s attack on rules and norms remains suspect because enhancing the space for creativity was not the primary reason rules were ignored or circumvented.  What we find at Enron was not so much a defense of creativity as a desperate effort to hide an unfavorable reality from outsiders, notably Wall Street analysts, required to make important decisions based on their judgment of the real state of affairs at Enron (189-211).  In hiding this unfavorable reality, the leaders of Enron sought to mislead investors, who, it was hoped, would make decisions on the basis of inaccurate information.  In brief, they committed the accounting equivalent of lying, the result of which could reasonably be considered, if not theft, certainly a close approximation to it.

Corruption includes as an essential element this effort to hide an unfavorable, indeed unacceptable, reality.  It would be worthwhile, therefore, to consider more closely the nature of the reality and the urgency of the action taken to hide it that led the organization down the road to corruption.  Corruption is intimately involved with secrets, and with the deception needed to protect a reality hidden as much from the corrupt as from their victims.  To understand the underlying meaning of the deception practiced in organizations such as Enron, we need to consider more closely the goal motivating their leadership.  

What I would like to suggest is that those in leadership positions in organizations such as Enron seek a special order of gratification, the gratification I refer to above as the ultimate narcissistic fulfillment.  We can think of this ultimate fulfillment as the exclusive and limitless access to the source of what is good.  Those caught up in the hope for the ultimate fulfillment are, in Otto Kernberg’s words, driven by a “relentless greed” (1980: 136) whose object is to acquire all those things that are good and whose possession establishes the unique worth of their possessor.  Exclusive possession of the good sets the individual apart as the locus of the one true self.  The hope for this one true self is the hope to make real a grandiose self-fantasy.  Greed can be satisfied by nothing less than an uninterrupted and exclusive access to inputs that establish the reality in the eyes of others, and therefore in our own eyes, of the grandiose self.

It is this seeking after the ultimate fulfillment that leads to the distortions and delusions characteristic of corruption.  Domination of the organization by the hope for the ultimate fulfillment means substituting a personal end for those of the organization understood as a reality separate from that of the persons working in it.  We can say that the essence of the corrupt organization is this failure to separate organization from self, a failure driven by the domination in the personality of the hope for the ultimate fulfillment and the treatment of the organization as nothing more than a vehicle for realizing that hope.  Thus nearly all of the highly publicized corporate scandals of the 1990’s involve people “who for all intents and purposes, created the companies that they eventually helped destroy,” people, who, because they created their companies, continued to think of them as “essentially their property” even after they went public (Surowiecki 2002: xvi).  This failure to separate organization from self is expressed in “a powerful sense of personal entitlement,” which two students of the Enron scandal found a common characteristic of leadership in that organization, for example in the way the CEO and his family used the company’s fleet of airplanes for private purposes (90, 119). 
Psychic Origins of Corruption

Corruption develops in organizations for a number of interconnected reasons having to do with factors such as organizational structure, group process, society and culture.  Here, I would like to focus on the emotional dimension of the problem, especially the part played by psychic structure.  Focus on psychic structure directs our attention to fantasies and wishes born of deeply rooted and largely unconscious fears and desires.  I would like to offer the following suggestion regarding the emergence of unconscious desires and fantasies conducive to the behavior associated with corruption: In their greediness and sense of personal entitlement, the leaders of the corrupt organization exhibit the qualities we associate with what Otto Kernberg refers to as pathological narcissism.  In pathological forms of narcissism, the main objective is to extract from others the admiration needed to protect a fragile sense of self.  The greedy extraction of admiration from others can be facilitated by attaching things of value to the self, which helps account for the importance acquisition of wealth has for the leadership in these organizations.  The greedy extraction of admiration from others can also deplete them and fuel “a tendency to depreciate and devalue others” (Kernberg 1980, p. 136).

Pathological narcissism fosters the impulse to produce a sharp opposition between reality and appearance.
  The corrupt organization, whether public or private, presents itself as a vital center committed to an important public purpose (“God’s work”).  Yet, its conduct suggests a cynical exploitation of a public trust.  This opposition, kept out of awareness by those working in the organization, mirrors a psychic opposition within the leadership of the organization.  At the conscious level, the heads of corrupt organizations imagine themselves individuals of high moral standing.  Thus a few days after “the world’s biggest corporate fraud scandal broke” at WorldCom, the head of the company, Bernie Ebbers, is quoted as saying: “More than anything else, I hope that my witness for Jesus Christ will not be jeopardized” (Staples 2002).  Yet, at the same time that they imagine themselves doing God’s work, the leaders of the corrupt organization are actively engaged in the work of deceiving employees and investors.  

One interpretation of this phenomenon is that a psychic opposition develops between a conscious identification with what is moral and good, in the language of psychoanalysis with a “good object,” and an unconscious identification with a rapacious self that relates to others as sources of needed inputs and nothing more, in psychoanalytic language a “bad object” (see Klein 1957/1975, Kernberg 1980, Greenberg and Mitchell 1983: 128, Fairbairn 1943/1952).   To counter the danger posed by the rapacious self, the individual takes on a moral identification with an ideal of the good, which is to say a good self (Levine 1999).  The drama of the corrupt organization is the drama of the struggle to maintain the consciously held moral ideal, while serving the needs of the rapacious self.

Yet, however opposed these two aspects of psychic experience, they also interact in important ways.  Of special importance is the way in which the good self exhibits important features of the bad.  It does so by investing the self with a special kind of greed, which is the greed for moral virtue.  Thus, the moral claims of the good self, like the rapacious desire of the bad self, cannot be limited or contained.  The moral self must be or contain all that is good, and in this it is a true expression of pathological narcissism and the relentless greed we associate with it.

An important implication of this aspect of the moral dimension of pathological narcissism is the impulse it sponsors toward exclusivity.  Exclusivity not only brings with it the ideal of an all too intense relationship with the good, but also the ideal of a relationship in the light of which those not included seem small and insignificant, for, if they are not altogether excluded from any connection with the good, they are at least more distant from it.  The implied grandiose fantasy of being special in the eyes of the good object (God) is the hallmark of those who corrupt the organization.  This means that corruption is fostered not simply by the unconscious identification with the bad object, and the resulting impulse to turn others into mere means for self-aggrandizement, but also by an identification with an all too intensely good object.


The organization captured by a grandiose fantasy imagines itself something special.  Those holding positions of authority in it, because they are special and hold a special trust, cannot be bound by normal constraints, including the legal constraints that limit the conduct of other, lesser, organizations. Such arrogance was the defining quality of the leadership and culture of Enron and a central element in understanding the corruption that eventually destroyed that organization (187).  Arrogance and corruption go together as the corrupt organization arrogates to itself special privileges and dispensations.  Laws and norms apply only to other, lesser mortals.  An implication of arrogance is contempt for others viewed as lesser creatures limited in their conduct by laws and norms.  

All of this makes the corrupt organization a likely site for sadistic behavior.  Thus, working for one senior executive at Enron was described as lucrative, but also brutal.  In that executive’s own words: “Everyone I’ve worked with, I’ve sledge hammered a bunch of times.”  He would “periodically tell even trusted employees they were failures, strip them of their titles, or make them report to someone junior” (51).  The sadism built into Enron’s corporate culture was even more powerfully expressed in contempt for and an easy willingness to manipulate those outside the organization.  In the words of one executive “We managed to screw and piss off every major utility customer we had.  Finally, the word got out “Don’t do business with Enron: they’ll steel your wallet when you aren’t looking” (122)

The Fantasy of Deregulation

For the leaders of Enron, the attack on rules and norms carried a larger significance linked to a grandiose fantasy of the organization.  However we judge the outcome at Enron, it is clear that the leadership saw the organization not simply as a vehicle for self-aggrandizement, but more importantly as a vehicle for showing what can be accomplished when burdensome regulations are removed from industry and private initiative is set free (McLean and Elkind 2003: 88; Scott 2002).  While we can take this idea as no more than one expression of a commonplace political conviction regarding the role of government, we can also understand it as an expression of certain key elements of the grandiose fantasy to which I have just referred.  At the conscious level, the fantasy runs something like this:
 In the past, the organization, the industry in which it functions, and even the larger society, have fallen under the control of those who would prevent the organization from accomplishing its mission.  Through regulation, the vitality of the organization and the industry has been depleted in the interests of those without a creative vision and the will to realize it.  The policy of deregulation involves a rejection of the past as that exerts control over the present through institutions, norms, and policies.  

If we consider deregulation an attack on norms, then the message is that the norms are corrupt.  When corruption has become the norm, the struggle against corruption is a struggle against the norms, which for Enron became not a struggle to replace an older set of norms with a newer and better one, but a struggle to eliminate norms and replace them with unregulated, which is to say unlimited, activity by society’s smartest and most creative members.  For the leaders of Enron, we can say, then, that the virtue that had been lost and which they sought to regain is the virtue of creativity realized by empowering the best and the brightest (“the smartest guys in the room”).  

The way of thinking that fuelled the attack on government regulation also fuelled what became the driving idea at Enron, which is the idea that real products (natural gas pipelines) could be treated as, indeed transformed into, financial assets.  Rather than conceiving its business as producing and delivering a product, Enron thought of its business as buying and selling.  In the words of COO Skilling, Enron was in the business of monetizing assets (37, 126).  Of course, the goal of doing this was to make money, and lots of it.  But the goal was also to free the company from limits.  Real assets represent the limits past decisions place on what can be done in the present.  In this, they act somewhat analogously to regulations.  Like deregulation, turning real assets into financial assets frees the future from the past.  Enron’s preoccupation with both strategies suggests how deeply ingrained in its mentality was the impulse to deny limits.  They believed that “an elegant idea [was] profits in the bank” (285), that they could provide videos on demand to households even though the required technology for doing so did not exist, that, with no relevant experience, they could become “the global leader in the water industry” (247).  This denial of limits can be considered an expression of greed, and the damaging consequence of corruption the result of the operation of a greed associated with hope for the ultimate fulfillment.

The damaging consequences of greed call into question the argument, attributed by Albert Hirschman to Montesquieu and the early political economist Sir James Steuart, that greed works against corruption when commercial interest curbs the “willfulness, the disastrous lust for glory, and, in general, the passionate excesses of the powerful” (1977: 70).  Clearly this mechanism failed in the Enron case, where greed intensified impulses toward willfulness and passionate excess.  This suggests a flaw in the thesis explored by Hirschman.  The flaw lies, I think, in the assumption that all greed can be considered among what he terms the “more innocuous” passions.  While this judgment may apply to forms of greed that involve a kind of lustful desire, a wanting more, it does not apply to those forms of greed linked to pursuit of the ultimate fulfillment.  Where this goal is active, we cannot place greed among the innocuous passions, nor assume that it will moderate rather than intensifying the pressure toward corruption.  And, while pursuit of the ultimate fulfillment can drive creativity and impose limits on the willful exercise of governmental power, it can also have the opposite effect.

Deceit

Deceit at Enron expressed arrogance and contempt for others (187, 241).  It was prompted by a fantasy of omnipotence and a desperate fear that omnipotence was nothing more than a fantasy.  Specifically, the deceit, at least for some of those involved, was rooted in belief in a kind of omnipotence linked to their being the smartest guys in the room.  The denial of limits, as exemplified by some of the undertakings indicated at the end of the last section, suggests to what degree the leaders of Enron were the victims of their own deceit.


At the center of this deceit was the conviction that an idea could be made real without the kind of work that alters reality in the direction of that idea.  At Enron, rather than realizing an idea through work, there prevailed a conviction that making an idea real was an act of will: “We almost believed that you could create a market by sheer force of will…. If I want it to happen, it will happen” (225).  The implied contempt for creativity through work suggests an underlying sense of doubt about the capacity to do work.  The inability to do work of the kind that produces a real product was not limited to Enron, but also evident at such companies as ImClone and WorldCom.
  Unable to work in reality, the heads of these companies attempted to do what one CEO brought in to run a company after fraud had been exposed described as using accounting “to try to manufacture a reality that wasn’t there” (Streitfield 2002: 120).  Unable to manufacture products in reality, they turned to the manufacture of reality most notably by use of questionable accounting practices that supported the appearance of profitability when, in reality, the firm was losing money (Tonge, Greer, and Lawton 2003).  But, attempting to create reality by an act of will is something profoundly different from creating reality by the application of skill and expertise to a real object.   Thus, the conviction that reality is made up of our perceptions of it ruled the response on the part of Enron’s leadership to the organization’s inexorable collapse, which, in a remarkable example of projection, they attributed to misperceptions of the company on the part of those hostile to it.  Thus to the bitter end, Ken Lay insisted that there was nothing wrong with Enron, that their difficulties were essentially public relations problems, finally commenting: “Just like America is under attack by terrorism, I think we’re under attack” (375, 379, 384).

From the standpoint of the businessman, what Enron sought to hide through deceptive practices were losses on investments that might devalue its stock in the eyes of investors (Culpan and Trussel 2005).  The strategy was to keep losses off balance sheets so that the Enron accounts were sure to show quarterly profits equal to or exceeding their targets.  But, this same profit and loss calculation had a meaning on another level, which is that of psychic experience.  On that level, business profits and losses stood as nothing more than metaphors for a calculation of substantially greater import.  This is the calculation of the worthiness or lack thereof of the organization and those who lead it.  What was kept off balance sheets in this other calculation was the unworthy self, or at least the evidence supporting the judgment that the self was unworthy (see Morrison 1986).  The frantic effort to keep losses off balance sheets acted as a metaphoric struggle to keep the evidence of the unworthy self out of awareness not only, or primarily, for those outsiders who might judge Enron, but for those within the organization itself.  Thus, for many of Enron’s leaders, the belief persisted that current losses were not real since they would be offset by gains in the future, when the decisions that led to those losses would prove out (189).
The balance sheet in this other reality would not be judged on Wall Street, but in the psyches of Enron’s leadership.
  There, the whole point was to prove that they were worthy, and the whole question must be: worthy of what?  In answering this question, it will help to return to the idea of an ultimate narcissistic fulfillment, and more specifically to the idea of an object defined as having the capacity to provide that fulfillment.

God’s Work

The charge of corruption places the individual or organization in a moral universe.  The corrupt have lost their moral standing; they are morally bad.  In religious language, the corrupt do the devil’s work, and seek to draw others away from God.  In the language of psychic life, the corrupt give up their hope to identify with the good object, and embrace instead their identification with the bad.  Since there will be no identification with the good object, there will be no love in their lives, and none of the gratification associated with loving and being loved.  Since the gratification afforded by love is desire’s object, the corrupt have given up desire.  In place of desire for the object, they have placed the surrogate satisfactions of greed and sadism.

Yet, however we insist on viewing Enron as the site of corruption, the organization’s leadership will not easily be subsumed into the category of those who have given up hope they will be favored by God.  On the contrary, what they did seemed, in their minds at least, a seeking after proofs that they were chosen by God.
  This sought-after relationship with God is the ultimate fulfillment.  Viewed in this way, we can say that those in leadership positions at Enron were deluded by the very intensity of their convictions about their standing in the eyes of God and the intensity of their passion for the ultimate fulfillment.   The considerable sadism embedded in their manner of work expressed the fact that to prove their worthiness meant to prove others unworthy.  They could not imagine a world in which God favored more than one: more than one organization among the many competing organizations, and more than one of the competing leaders and groups within that organization. In their minds, so long as God was seen to favor others, he had rejected them.


If this was corruption, then, it was not the corruption of those who have given up hope for God’s love, but of those who cannot share God’s love with others and still have enough for themselves, or imagine that, if God favors them, anyone else could possibly matter.  In the words of Jeff Skilling, “We’re up here—and everybody else is down there” (241). One could well argue that this is not corruption at all, but something importantly different, and that, by calling it corruption, we seek to distance ourselves from its true meaning by confusing the problem with the solution.  Thus, we imagine that moral training will protect against corruption, when it is the moral vision that creates the problem in the first place.  The leaders of Enron were not, by and large, morally corrupt in the strict sense of the term so much as they were victims of morality.  At the height of the disaster, Ken Lay told the pastor of the First Methodist Church of Houston that “he could save Enron, and he wanted to  do it ‘God’s way’” (385). 


Enron’s God was, by and large, a secularized God, which is to say one called by another name and hidden from awareness.  Theirs was the God of the market, or rather the God immanent in the market, which is the God of Adam Smith’s invisible hand. Theirs was a God nonetheless.  How else can we account for the remarkable conviction that all bets, including the most unlikely, would be won (and, at Enron, “betting was a way of life” (217)), that the price of Enron stock would rise without limit, that all problems created in the present would be made to disappear in the future?
  Neither fact nor reason supported this conviction.  Since the conviction is accountable to neither fact nor reason, it can only be accountable to one thing: faith.  What we understand as corruption was, then, an excess of faith in an organization that had defined itself as the moral center of a moral universe.  Like all intensely moral actors, it had taken the biggest gamble of all, the gamble that it was favored by God.  In the end, the leaders of Enron lost their bet: They thought they were the good guys, but they were not.

Conclusion

Use of the language of corruption to judge organizations and those in them tends to make ethical failure appear to result from greed understood as a more or less original impulse.  In this construction, law and morality act as defenses against greed by offering the individual an external force to mobilize against his or her impulses.  Without this force, the individual cannot act in ways that embody regard for others and for organizational ends distinct from those of personal satisfaction through acquisition and consumption.

Because greed is driven by the prospect of a primitive satisfaction in possessing and consuming rather than the more mature satisfaction in work, it fosters conduct that can be detrimental to the real tasks to which the organization is ostensibly devoted.  When dominated by greed, the leaders of an organization tend to use it as a vehicle for self-aggrandizement.  While doing so may at times work to benefit the organization, at other times greed can drive a wedge between the interests of management and those of employees and shareholders. When it does so, greed promotes the ethical failure we associate with corruption.

Yet, while greed may attack morality, the two can also operate on the same plane.  This is the plane on which the world is divided into good and bad, and our motivation is to assure that we are good, which is to say worthy of love, rather than bad, which is to say unworthy of love.  Psychically, those apparently varied things to which our greed attaches itself "all ultimately signify one thing. They stand as proofs to us if we get them, that we are ourselves good, and so are worthy of love, or respect and honor, in return" (Riviere 1964: 27).  The language of corruption, by pointing us toward greed also points us toward moral thinking.  But, it does so without acknowledging that greed can be defined within rather than in opposition to a moral world.  Because of this, the language of corruption obscures the nature and meaning of, as well as the possible solutions to, the problem it is concerned to solve.  

For those who focus attention on corruption, the moral claims of the corrupt will always seem a paradox.  Thus, the head of Adelphia, who shamelessly pillaged the company to satisfy personal needs, is described by those who knew him as someone who “believed in small-town values: strong families, hard work, church on Sunday” (Leonard 2002).   This seeming contradiction disappears when we bear in mind that the CEO did not conceive the company as something separate from his self, which is to say, he could not conceive a reality independent of his subjective experience and hope-invested fantasies.  Since these hope-invested fantasies were fantasies about being identified with the good, they operated in a moral universe.  The fantasized identification of the self with the good, or the fantasized realization of hope, meant that the personal good was the good, and what appeared from outside as self-aggrandizement was no more than the reward for being good.  

The problem to which the language of corruption directs our attention is not the problem of moral failure, but the problem of the failure to develop beyond primitive moral thinking to a more mature attitude, one that makes possible an attachment to work as something other than the pursuit of the ultimate fulfillment, and an attachment to the organization as a reality outside the self.  This means that the problem to which the language of corruption directs us is the problem of morality, and not the problem for which morality is the solution.

Underlying many phenomena identified as corruption is hope for the ultimate fulfillment.  So long as institutions are set up both to do work and to sustain this hope, conflict must develop of the kind typically referred to in the language of corruption.  In the case of Enron and organizations like it, this conflict has been interpreted as conflict between the interests of those who own the corporation and those who manage it.
  Yet, the real underlying conflict arises because the organization has been made from the outset both to do a job and to nurture the hope to which I have just referred.  It could hardly be otherwise so long as the larger culture is one organized around this hope, which, for many in it, is nurtured by their earliest formative experiences.  In this regard, it is useful to bear in mind that the hope that led to the destruction of Enron is not so different from the hope of many of the shareholders who lost substantial savings invested in it.  If there is a culprit, it is not simply the greedy managers or the greedy shareholders, but the special hope they all shared.  

That this hope is widely shared suggests that we cannot account for it simply by reference to its intrapsychic meaning and origin in primitive emotional development.  We need also to consider how the shaping of emotional life around the hope for the ultimate fulfillment becomes a societal and cultural reality such that the dominance in culture of the hope mirrors and is mirrored by its dominance in the individual’s psychic life.  So long as this hope remains a significant force, neither regulation nor moral education can prevent the sacrifice of work to the pursuit of the ultimate narcissistic fulfillment.
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� I have borrowed this term from Glasser (1992).


� Where not otherwise indicated references are to McClean and Elkind, 2003.  Bethany McLean and Peter Elkind are distinguished business journalists and senior writers for Fortune magazine.


� The Washington Post, January 14, 2004.


� The Denver Post, July 9, 2004


� For a psychoanalytic exploration of greed, see Kaplan (1991).


� This corruption also underlies the inauthenticity typical of organizations that have failed to meet a standard of ethical conduct (Diamond and Adams 1999).


� The conscious fantasy can be connected to an unconscious fantasy linked to Oedipal dynamics in the family.  For a discussion of Oedipal dynamics in relation to corruption, see Sapochnik (2003).


� Two students of the WorldCom collapse describe the company’s CEO in the following terms: “Other people could run companies.   Bernard J. Ebbers liked to buy them….”  When it became necessary to make money by running a company he already owned, it “proved beyond him.”  Ebbers considered this inability a strength observing that the “thing that has helped me personally is that I don’t understand a lot of what goes on in this industry” (Goodwin and Merle 2002). 


� In psychoanalytic language, judging the ego and punishing the ego for failure to live up to its ideal is the work of the “superego” (see Laplanche and Pontalis 1973: pp. 435-8).


� This was only true of some of the leadership of Enron.  There were others, however, for whom God’s work did not seem to figure strongly in the equation.


� Their work, and they worked with the intensity and devotion worthy of a calling, was, like that of the Calvinist, done not to create their salvation, but to create the conviction of it (Weber 1992: 115).  


� On this distinction and for a further discussion of the problem of morality, see Levine (1999).


� See the articles collected in Surowiecki (2002) Part III.
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