Abstract for Michael Woodiwiss Workshop 

The Underworld as Servant Revisited 

In 1931 Walter Lippmann wrote an article for Forum magazine entitled, ‘The Underworld as Servant’ that presented an understanding of organized crime that unfortunately has been lost. In it he makes the important distinction between purely predatory criminals such as robbers and those who provide goods or services, such as alcohol when it was prohibited in America, drugs, gambling, commercialized sex or various forms of industrial racketeering. He describes the latter collectively as ‘the underworld’ and he argues that these cannot be simply eliminated because they provide services for the respectable and the powerful in society. He contrasted the high levels of American organized crime with the lower levels in Europe by making the point that Americans desire to do so many things that they also desire to prohibit and he concludes with a dilemma that has not been resolved to this day, ‘The people will have to make up their minds either to bring their legislative ideals down to the point where they square with prevailing human nature or they will have to establish an administrative despotism strong enough to begin enforcing their moral ideals’. 

The workshop will update and discuss whether Lippmann’s argument can be applied to the present day global situation regarding transnational organized crime and corruption.  

