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Introduction to the contents 

 

The deliverable develops a novel approach to the study of corruption in public administrations by 

focusing on the analysis of ethnographic field data. In spite of the large literature on corruption that 

has emerged in the social sciences over the last three decades, contributions by anthropologists or 

that focus on anthropological research methods are still relatively scarce (see selected bibliography 

for WP1). The overall number of books that make use of ethnographic research methods to study 

corruption is, to this day, about 13 publications, a half of which was published more than 10 years 

ago. This is in spite of the growing interest of young scholars in the field, as well as of the 

increasing number of journal articles on this topic (see final deliverable of WP1 on the theoretical 

approaches to corruption in the discipline of anthropology). 

 

Corruption is a complex topic which can be best tackled through an interdisciplinary perspective. In 

spite of the sophisticated theorizations and empirical (mostly quantitative) analyses, so far few 

attempts have been taken to investigate the social and cultural factors that underline citizens’ 

perception of the damages as well as of the benefits of corruption practices. In order to provide 

lively and truthful outcomes, such an approach needs to be developed through the investigation of 

the everyday reality of social actors. This is why there is a need for this deliverable, which draws on 

first-hand data collected through ethnographic research tools to collect experiences and ideas on the 

ground about the incidence of corruption at the level of public administration in nine countries of 

four continents. Its reliance on first-hand data from different socio-cultural contexts is the first 

innovative feature of this deliverable. To our knowledge, no other publication has so  

far reached this goal. 

 

The second main innovative feature of this deliverable is that it develops, within the scope of the 

ANTICORRP research project, a comparative framework to analyse data from the countries under 

investigation. The ethnographies which make up the deliverable are by no means separate. The aim 

of this deliverable is twofold. The first is to provide, within the individuality of each country case 

study, adequate scope for comparison on the ways in which different degrees of institutional 

transformation affect public administrators’ attitudes towards integrity and anti-corruption. 
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Secondly, the volume aims to demonstrate how individual perception of integrity in the public 

administration are influenced by social and cultural values and practices. Therefore, the citizen, as 

the public administrator, is not, in these contributions, a passive victim of the dominance of 

widespread corruption that emerges as kind of social illness or structural malfunction generated by a 

number of economic, political and legal determinants. The main argument of this volume is that 

corruption needs a number of explanations in order to be legitimized at societal level. Social (as 

political) actors have to make sense of what corruption is, how it works, why it is beneficial to some 

and why it might not be a bad thing, and eventually why it cannot be eradicated easily. This process 

of signification is informed by culture, hence the comparison across countries is particularly 

enlightening, suggesting that when dealing with public institutions actors are influenced by their 

cultural perception of integrity. Conclusions from research undertaken by WP4 suggests that 

because there are different local explanations to corruption and its related phenomena (clientelism, 

nepotism, trade of influence, abuse of office, illegal gift-exchanges and so on), corruption is 

extremely resistant to eradication and ultimately it is adaptable to institutional development and 

reform. Corruption may resist reforms in particularly when these are not aligned with the socio-

cultural dimensions of this phenomenon in each of the countries under examination. In other words, 

there would be poor effect of an implementation mechanism of integrity and transparency that is 

applied similarly to different countries. This is because the way how the benefits of corruption are 

understood differs significantly according to the social and cultural norms and values that instruct 

citizens to perceive the real salience of corruption in their everyday life. 

 

The ethnographic study of public administration practices covers in this volume a large range of 

domains: higher education in Russia, public procurement in Italy, public employment in Bosnia, 

health and social services in Mexico and Tanzania, development in Kosovo, local governments in 

Hungary and Turkey. The richness of these approaches makes up a solid empirical framework 

within which to investigate a number of key socio-cultural dimensions and their impact on the 

quality of governance practices. Some of the dimensions with which the contributions engage are: 

citizens’ and customers’ trust of public institutions, morality, public discourses and narratives of 

corruption, the perceived role of the state, gift-exchange and reciprocity patterns, hospitality and 

other forms of social exchange. Through the comparative cross-cultural analysis of these 

dimensions, the deliverable strikes a balance between its focus on local responses to (perceived and 
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experienced) practices of governance and institutional reform, and inherently cultural and 

behavioural patterns of adaptation, negotiation or rejection of corruption.  

 

Each country report ends with conclusions and recommendations for policy. 

 

Abstracts of the contributions 

 

Corruption at the Business-Politics intersection in Monza, Italy  

(Maria Giulia Pezzi, University of Bergamo, Italy) 

 

In 2012 a new law in matter of transparency and anti-corruption has been approved in Italy. The law 

has set within new frames the understanding of corruption mechanisms, as well as the definition of 

core concepts of the anti-corruption discourse, such as "prevention" and "transparency". Moreover, 

it has also re-defined the roles and tasks of actors and employees of the public sector. In December 

2013, the city of Monza, Northern Italy, has been hit by the biggest corruption scandal of its history. 

Investigations evidenced the existence of a well run in system of corruptive practices between the 

private sector and the City Council, which were aimed at favouring certain companies for public 

works and calls for tenders. 

The recent events occurred in Monza acquired even more relevance in light of the principles 

contained in the new legislation, particularly its stress on anti-corruption discourses (and rhetoric), 

as well as on the practical and performative role of virtues and ethical values in the public office. 

This contribution looks at how employees of Monza City Council perceived and (re)signified 

corruption as a whole consequent to the 2013 scandal and to the introduction of the new law, not 

only considering their impact at a local level, but also in a wider perspective in relation to 

corruption perception and practices at a national level. 

 

The bounded morality: integrity in Hungarian local governments (Davide Torsello, University 

of Bergamo) 
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This contribution deals with the analysis of ethnographic data on public administration cases in 

local governments in Hungary. The main focus is on the perception that public administrators have 

of integrity challenges, how far these influence their daily tasks, the most relevant changes 

introduced at the government and policy level, as well as the socio-cultural explanations that are 

most commonly given in relation with the issue of corruption in the country. Understanding the 

everyday work of public administration in a country is a complex task which, departing from the 

study of the organisational structure and its dynamics and expanding to the changes introduced at 

the policy level, it needs a nuanced and interdisciplinary approach. Nonetheless, I believe that 

through the innovative lens of the anthropological approach, it is possible to investigate some of 

these features through a bottom-up perspective that looks at ways how administrators perceive the 

main challenges, strengths and their changes in the field of integrity. In general, all the interviewed 

were very concerned about the importance of increasing integrity in their daily tasks. This 

importance is by them attributed not only to their responsibilities as administrators or business 

executives, but reflects clearly their commitment with the societal good in general. On the other 

hand, excessive and frequent re-structuring of public organisations, lack of personnel, poor wages, a 

still weak commitment to integrity from the leadership, the negative role of media to spread news 

about corruption and insufficient education at the school level are all challenges that respondents 

individuated when dealing with transparency and integrity. 

 

Academic Dishonesty or Corrupt Values: the Case of Russia ( Elena Denisova-Schmidt, UCL) 

 

Academic corruption in Russia is extensively spread; it is not an isolated phenomenon. Rather, 

academic corruption is tightly embedded into the general corruption in society: in politics, business, 

and in everyday life. This contribution illustrates some common types of cheating and corruption as 

well as the motives of the involved actors for applying, accepting, ignoring and/or pretending to 

ignore these activities.  

Why is corruption in higher education so prevalent? The improper dependences of all the involved 

actors might it possible. Compared to people without a university education, graduates have better 

chances on the job market. Some university lecturers might expect bribes in order to return the 
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investments they have made into their own studies. Other university lecturers might water down 

their requirements and try to be more tolerant, especially to students who are looking for a formal 

certificate rather than for an education, or who might need to have more time for other activities. If 

university administrators would receive the same budget from the state, the reduction of staff and 

lecturers would be not necessary.  

Why are studies on corruption in education so important? Younger generations are expected to 

make changes rather than continuing the old systems. During their studies, young people complete 

their socialization by acquiring, among other things, more techniques of corrupt behaviour and a 

tolerance for corruption. In Russia more than 80% of all young people go on to university and 

almost all of them finish it. Over the next decades, the spread of corruption in the country might be 

forecast. This might be very destructive, both on the short-term and the long-term perspectives. The 

consequences for academia, business and society might be dire.  

 

The Making of Citizenship Against Corruption in Kosovo: Protest, Lies, and the Public Good 

(Nita Luci, IKS) 

 

This contribution interrogates the ways in which public space and activist networks are linked 

together in protests against corruption in Kosovo. The contribution accounts for changes in the 

social order and values, particularly definitions of morality and legality, within the space of politics 

and social-economic transactions. Specifically it traces public protests against “lies” and “theft” 

(commonly used as synonyms of corruption) of what are considered public goods. The ethnographic 

study conducted here serves to inquire into two distinct but interrelated questions. I ask what have 

been the political, socio-cultural and economic terms based on which activism and civil engagement 

against corruption takes place? And, how is the public sphere transformed by state bureaucracy and 

international interventions, and what these mean for the making of citizenship in Kosovo? I argue 

that within the broader anti-corruption discourse and practice in Kosovo, culture is often read as 

backwardness, a remnant of socialism, or post-war criminality, which are cited as the enabling 

factors, if not determinants, of Kosovo’s high rates of corruption. Therefore, the need to build “a 

rule of law culture” is frequently followed by discussions on Kosova’s “transition to democratic 

governance and need to strengthen its institutions.” Many would confirm: “If we wish to become 

European, enter the EU, we must fight corruption.” Nonetheless, understandings of rule of law, 
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culture of corruption, or the “European way,” do not mean the same thing to all those who use the 

terminology. With the increased public demand to focus on the level of “everyday concerns” – 

electricity prices, water shortage, road maintenance, etc. – the influence of international power-

holders and systemic economic transformations are made more evident, and so are the fuzzy 

arrangements between the ethical and unethical, legal and illegal.  

 

"This State owes me something": corruption, money and indebtedness in the Bosnian public 

employment sector (Zaira Tiziana LoFranco, University of Bergamo) 

 

This contribution will explore legal norms and cultural values that underpin corruptive practices in 

the Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) public employment system. It will highlight pervasive 

importance of material issue in public and private discourses about corruption and how the latter is 

entrenched in rhetoric and practices of public and individual indebtedness. 

Data presented in this contribution draw from a prolonged fieldwork in the Sarajevo area, where the 

public discourse about corruption and anti corruption has been analysed through the local media 

(newspapers, magazines, TV talk shows). It has also been explored through interviews to 

representative of the local anticorruption organizations. Research activity has been also aimed at 

collecting policy papers and legal documents about the system of public employment and its reform 

urged by the controversial anticorruption reform and sponsored by international institutions. 

Notwithstanding this, the core of this contribution lays in the ethnographic data coming from 

interviews to representatives of the local institutions. Privileged interlocutors have been public 

officials working in municipalities of Sarajevo and East Sarajevo, where both individual interviews 

and focus group have been carried out. Field activity has not been limited by ethnical differences 

that are supposed to distinguish the two cities divided by the IEBL (Interentity boundary line). This 

particular approach has been particularly useful to highlight a corruptive system in the public 

employment that goes beyond the ethnic issue. 

 

 

Legitimation and normalization of corruption in the public administration in Turkey: 

cultural and institutional perspectives (Muhittin ACAR, Hacettepe University, Turkey) 
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This contribution constitutes one of the early research efforts taken adopting ethnographic 

perspectives and methodologies in conducting research on corruption in Turkey. As such, it aims to 

provide ethnographic evidence about the factors contributing to the ‘banality’/’normality’ of 

corruption in politics and administration in the country.  In other words, information and insight 

with regard to identifying perspectives and processes involved in attempts toward ‘excusing’, if not 

‘legitimizing’, corrupt behaviours will be identified and analysed. The contribution will also deal 

with the question of whether and to what extent social and cultural norms prevalent in the society 

impact the continuation of corruption in Turkey. It is a timely and relevant topic, especially given 

the entrenched nature and enduring characteristics of corruption in the country.  

 

Ethnographic evidence is gleaned from the interviews which illustrates the social-cultural survivals 

and local legitimizations of corruption in the country. Three problematic areas emerge in which 

local perceptions and perspectives regarding the administrative-political dynamics seem to be not 

conducive for the designing and implementation of conventional anti-corruption policies in the 

country. These are, first, the existence of various types of common practices in the country that are 

not seen as corrupt while they can be considered as corrupt (at least potentially). Secondly, the 

nature and extent of ‘common excuses’ or ‘popular legitimizations’ of corrupt tendencies and 

behaviours in politics and administration. Thirdly, the opinions and comments of the study 

participants vis-à-vis the role of social and cultural norms in the continuation of corruption in the 

country. 

Old regime habits die hard. Challenges to participatory governance in post-authoritarian 

Mexico. (Claudia Baez-Camargo, Basel Institute of Governance) 

 

This contribution will provide ethnographic evidence about the mechanisms that prevent the 

development and exercise of bottom up anti-corruption actions among indigenous communities in 

the Mexican state of Chiapas. It is of wider relevance because many indigenous groups across Latin 

America share similar communal forms of association as well as experiences with their respective 

national states. The contribution structure is as follows. The first section includes a literature review 

and statement of the problem. The second section introduces the Mexican case, presenting 
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background information on the history of the relationship between the Mexican state and rural 

indigenous communities. What follows is a discussion of the peculiarities of the case of Chiapas, 

the object of this study. The third section brings in ethnographic evidence illustrating two main 

areas in which local forms of social interactions and collective actions are not conducive for the 

implementation if conventional anti-corruption approaches. Two are the focuses: one is on the 

mechanisms of social control associated with the communitarianism and the experience with the 

punishment regimes of the Mexican corporatist authoritarian state.  Another is on local mechanisms 

of exercising power and demanding accountability find no institutional channels through which to 

be processed and addressed within the Mexican state. 

 

 

Between condemnation and resignation: a study on attitudes towards corruption in Dar es 

Salaam, Tanzania (Claudia Baez-Camargo, Basel Institute of Governance) 

 

This contribution will provide ethnographic evidence from Tanzania on the complex web of social 

networks and interactions pervading in a context of endemic corruption. In the communities of Dar 

es Salaam that we studied, there is no ambiguity about the negative meaning and impact of 

corruption; it is clearly understood as a negation of rights and consequence of the impunity of 

public officials. The contribution will analyze why, in spite of this assessment, individuals accept 

corruption as a fact of life, especially the need to give bribes in order to obtain services in local 

public health facilities.  

 

The contribution is structured as follow. First, it includes a literature review on the selected 

problem. Secondly, it introduces The Tanzanian case through background information on the 

political economy of local governance practices in Dar es Salaam. In this context, the focus will be 

on resource scarcity and the mismatch with legal rights and entitlements, as well as on the 

institutional and political legacy of the collapsed socialist experiment at the local level. Thirdly, the 

contribution deals with ethnographic evidence illustrating the elements that contribute to the 

observed phenomenon of “resignation” over “indignation” with respect to the situation of endemic 

corruption that citizens experience when accessing public services, especially healthcare.  The main 
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focus of this section is on the role of social capital and social networks, understandings about the 

meanings of social transactions and the basis upon which they are conducted, and the concept of 

respect and sources of social prestige. Finally, conclusions and implications for policy-making 

follow.  
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Report: The practical and performative role of the anti-corruption legislation and of ethical 

values in (re)defining corruption, as seen by Monza City Council employees. 

 

 

MARIA GIULIA PEZZI 

RESEARCHER 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 

12 

 

Corruption at the business-politics intersection in the city of Monza, Italy 

 

Abstract 

In 2012 a new law in the matter of transparency and anti-corruption was approved in Italy. 

The law has set within new frames the understanding of corruption mechanisms, as well as the 

definition of core concepts of the anti-corruption discourse, such as ‘prevention’ and ‘transparency’. 

Moreover it has also re-defined the roles and tasks of actors and employees of the public sector. In 

December 2013 the city of Monza, Northern Italy, was hit by the biggest corruption scandal of its 

history. Investigations evidenced the existence of a well run system of corruptive practices between 

the public sector and the City Council, which were aimed at favouring certain companies for public 

works and calls for tenders. 

The recent events that occurred in Monza acquired even more relevance in light of the 

principles contained in the new legislation, particularly its stress on anti-corruption discourses (and 

rhetoric), as well as on the practical and performative role of virtues and ethical values in the public 

office. 

This paper looks at how employees of Monza City Council perceived and (re)signified 

corruption as a whole consequent to the 2013 scandal and to the introduction of the new law, not 

only considering their impact at a local level, but also in a wider perspective in relation to 

corruption perception and practices at a national level.  

 

 

Introduction 

An ethnography of corruption in Italy poses the problem of dealing with a phenomenon that 

is perceived to be extensive and which is commonly believed to have been well rooted in the 

cultural field. From the huge corruption related scandal of Tangentopoli (1992), 23 years have 

passed, and yet in this time lapse, although corruption has always been one of the main topics of the 

public discourse, could we neither  see a decrease of corruption scandals, nor a real effort in 

fighting corruption from a legislative and normative point of view. Even though corruption is 

strongly perceived as one of the most relevant issues to be addressed, it seems that a feeling of 

powerlessness is pervading Italian society at all levels.  
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This being said, in the following pages I will analyze how corruption practices and the 

consequent anti-corruption discourse are perceived by public officials employed in the city council 

of Monza, a town located in Lombardy and capital of the homonymous province, which between 

2013 and 2014 has been interested by a corruption scandal that involved both the private and the 

public sector. 

Indeed, the private-public sector intersection has proven to be over the years the field in 

which corruption is mostly put in practice. The cases of Tangentopoli, Sistema Sesto, MOSE, Expo 

2015 and Mafia Capitale all represent corruptive systems that had their rules, codes and rituals, 

which helped shape a network of solidarity between the public and private by creating a self-

legitimising and self-indulging environment, in order to put the moral costs of corruption down. 

The newly approved Law in the Matter of Anticorruption (190/2012) sets within new frames 

the understanding of how corruption works and proposes prevention, achieved through more 

transparency, accountability and responsibilisation, as a more viable way rather than repression to 

defeat corruption. 

The first measures contained in the law text were to be adopted by January 2014. Just about 

a month earlier, though, the city of Monza was hit by the scandal also known as ‘Clean City’, which 

involved the company leader in the waste disposal service in the area, Sangalli & C., and a fair 

number of employees of Monza City Council, including a councilor and a sector manager. 

On the basis of these two events I have decided to focus my research on how (and if) 

employees of Monza City Council perceived and re-signified corruption as a consequence of the 

introduction of the new Law and of the breakthrough of a scandal which had involved some former 

colleagues. In doing so, I have also considered some aspects of how corruption is dealt with in the 

public discourse as a whole, and how this can influence the way in which corruption is understood, 

and in which way this might be the cause of a certain feeling of powerlessness that seems to 

pervade the way in which citizens relate to the issue. 

In particular it will be accounted that employees of the City Council seem to relate in a more 

immediate way with discourses relative to morality and values, rather than with the prescriptive 

principles contained in the law text, and though generally in accordance with its principles, they do 

think that a stress on positive values and cultural elements could have an important role in fighting 

corruption in the long period. On the other side, the existence of a situational morality and of a way 
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of informal relation with the institutions seems to be a more direct way through which actors deal 

with the corruption phenomenon as a whole. 

The paper focusses on the practices of corruption, well aware that this is only one side of the 

coin, the other side being the cultural symbolism of corruption and its influence on the creation and 

legitimation of shared beliefs within society.  

 

 

Methodology 

The city of Monza has been selected as a field for an ethnographic research as a part of the 

EU financed FP7 ANTICORRP project, specifically WP4 - ‘The ethnography of corruption 

practices’ - carried out between November 2013 and January 2015. The reasons that led to the 

selection of the city were multiple and identifiable mainly both with the accessibility of the field 

and a pre-existent network of acquaintances, which facilitated the starting up of the research, 

particularly for what concerned the collection of quantitative data through the distribution of a 

survey to a sample of Monza citizens. The results of the survey have been extensively analysed in 

the first deliverable submitted by WP4 in June 2014. 

The research has been influenced by two occurrences: the coincidence with the first 

actuation phase of the new Law in the Matter of Transparency and Anticorruption (approved in 

2012) to be concluded by the beginning of 2014, and the breakthrough of a corruption related 

scandal in the city of Monza to be later known as ‘Clean City’ in December 2013. These events 

made it clear that Monza offered a chance to directly observe two phenomena: the public discourse 

related to the new legislation becoming effective and its consequent impact on the public office in 

the City Council, and the developments of a trial for corruption which clearly manifested a tight 

relationship between the private and public sector. 

The ethnographic research underwent three main phases: first, as previously accounted, 

quantitative data have been collected through a survey distributed to a sample of people living in 

Monza, as a part of a wider project within the WP4, which aimed at gaining data in several 

countries with the intention of attempting a comparative approach on multiple issues, in particular 

that of the relationship with local institutions, as well as individuation of local issues, social norms 

and values. The second phase included getting in contact with Monza's City Council and having a 

chance to participate in meetings organised by the institution with the formative purpose of 

discussing with town councillors and managers of the public sectors the implications of the new 
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Anti-Corruption Law and the new tasks and procedures that it put in effect. In this phase I also 

interviewed 20 civil servants (nine women and 11 men) working for Monza's City Council at 

various levels and in different sectors, as well as lawyers, entrepreneurs, journalists, trainers and 

other professionals engaged in the fight against corruption. The third phase was mainly constituted 

by an in-depth research on corruption related media coverage, particularly on newspapers, but also 

TV-shows and social media, with the intent of finding peculiarities in the role of information in 

understanding and identifying instances of corruption, as well as with the purpose of analysing how 

corruption is addressed in the public discourse and in everyday life.  

 

 

Is Monza a ‘Clean City’? 

Monza is the district capital of the province of Monza e della Brianza, situated in Lombardy, 

just about 15 km away from Milan, and had a population of about 123,500 inhabitants in 2014. It is 

the most important economic, industrial and administrative centre of the Brianza area, supporting a 

textile and furniture industry, featuring small to medium enterprises with few relevant exceptions, 

which typically are family-run businesses, where co-owners (and often workers as well) are linked 

by family ties, either by blood or marriage (Ghezzi in Smart, Smart eds., 2005, p. 101). Its province 

is also commonly considered to be one of the wealthiest in Italy as it has the highest yearly income 

pro-capita1. It features a large number of immigrants, both from other Italian regions (mainly from 

the south) and from abroad. Foreign immigrants, mainly from Romania, Egypt, Peru and Ecuador, 

are about 1/10 of the entire population.2 

The peculiar characteristics of the regional economy and the consequent entrepreneurial 

structure that originated in Brianza at least since the end of the Second World War, was defined by 

Ghezzi as entrepreneurial familism (Ghezzi, 2007, pp. 182-183), where the signification of family 

ties and their relevance to economic business are both the cause and effect of the current socio-

economical context. The kind of familism postulated by Ghezzi, in fact, doesn't refer to the 

existence of harmonious relationships within family members aimed at cooperation and at the 

organisation of production, but rather to the creation of cohesive groups of kin with the 

                                                           
1 Il Cittadino, 7th September 2012 

2http://www.comune.monza.it/export/sites/default/portale/DOCUMENTI/viveremonza/dati_statistici/STRANIERI_2013.pdf 

19/11/2014 
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‘father/entrepreneur’ in an apical position, from which he can exercise a strict control over his 

employees/family members thanks to his undisputed authority.  

Among the many family-run businesses existing in Monza and in the Brianza region, there is 

the company Sangalli & C., leader of the waste collection sector not only locally, but also in other 

Italian regions, employing more than 1000 people. The company, in line with the typical 

entrepreneurial structure of the Brianza area, is currently managed by the three children of 

‘patriarch’ Giancarlo Sangalli (de facto still very active in the company management, although now 

in his 80s), a self-made man who as a young man left his job as a worker of a oil refinery and 

invested all his savings importing from Great Britain a machine which looked like a barrel and was 

pulled by a horse, with which he entered the drainage industry, building a real business empire over 

the decades.3 

Sangalli & C. later specialised in many fields linked to waste collection and disposal, 

obtaining contracts mainly in Lombardy, but lately expanding to other Italian regions as well as 

abroad. Among all the won tenders, particularly interesting for our case are those relative to the 

waste collection in Monza between the years 2009 and 2018, and to the routine maintenance of the 

municipal cemetery of Monza. Both cases show peculiarities if we consider the way the whole 

process, from the creation of the call for tender to its conclusion, was carried out, and how the 

various entrepreneurs, politicians and civil servants involved interacted within a corruptive system. 

In December 2013 local and national newspapers reported that as a consequence of the 

‘Clean City’ investigations, the owners of the private company Sangalli & C. were accused of 

having paid a maxi bribe quantified in more than 1 million €, divided among politicians and public 

officials of the City Council of Monza, managing to steer the work of the Environment Committee 

and the nominees of the members of the jury for the call for tender for waste collection in the same 

city. Moreover, Sangalli & C. would have bribed the two heads of their competitor in that occasion 

to ensure that they would withdraw their participation to the call, leaving Sangalli & C. to be the 

only contender. Furthermore there was the contract for the maintenance of the municipal cemetery 

of Monza (awarded in 2010, the value of 3.5 million €) that Sangalli & C. has been granted through 

a joint enterprise. In this case under investigation was also a surveyor in charge of controlling the 

regularity of the contract, which would instead omit the control and would not have reported 

breaches in exchange for money. Sangalli & C., as a consequence of the same investigation, has 

                                                           
3 http://www.ilgiorno.it/monza/cronaca/2013/12/13/995999-Tangenti-Concas-Sangalli.shtml, accessed 17/11/2014 
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also been accused of corruption related crimes in other municipalities, in order to win tenders and to 

kick off competitors with the help of local politicians and other entrepreneurs, with the aim of 

creating a sort of oligopolistic agreement among similar business companies. 

A total of 26 people have been arrested and 41 were put under investigation for crimes 

linked to what has been later called the ‘Sistema Sangalli’4, where the 80 year old owner of the 

company was considered to be the epicentre of a well run corruptive system which involved both 

the public and the private sector. 

Investigations have produced many evidences, mostly through phone and environmental 

tapping, on how corruption was put into practice within the public/private sector intersection, which 

were avidly reported by local and national newspapers in the first days following the breaking news. 

With the help of the order of the investigating judge (Tribunale di Monza, rg nr 4392/12, rg 

gip 10102/13), it is possible to reconstruct the events which led to the arrests and how the corruptive 

system was supposedly running. 

In February 2009 the manager of the Environment sector of Monza City Council (later 

charged for corruption) preliminarily approved a call for tender of a total estimated value of 

128,700,000 € relative to waste disposal in the city of Monza within the years 2009 and 2018, 

which was definitely approved about a month later by the General Secretary of Monza, in the form 

of a restricted procedure. 

By the deadline only three companies had applied: Sangalli & C., AMSA spa. and a third 

one later excluded due to the lack of necessary requisites. The first two companies were then invited 

to apply for the second selection phase and to present their offer. By July 2009 the company 

Sangalli & C. had presented their quotation (1.10% lower than the estimated value), while AMSA 

spa. had given up on the tender and pulled back from the call. Just some days after the deadline, the 

commission charged with evaluating the offers agreed to accept the proposal presented by the only 

company which participated with the call - Sangalli & C. - and the contract was finally signed by 

September 2009. This procedure was actually contrary to the protocol, as according to the 

legislation tenders of such values can't be assigned when only one company is participating, to 

avoid potentially illegal procedures. (Ibidem, p. 53) The problem would have been solved with a 

special declaration of intent written by a bribed employee of the City Council prior to the deadline, 

with which it would have been was announced that the administration would have proceeded also in 

                                                           
4 ‘Sangalli system’ 
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case that only one company participated, as an extraordinary measure to avoid the Municipality 

from having to repeat the whole procedure and leaving the waste disposal service uncovered. 

Investigations have proven that six people had been bribed with kickbacks and other utilities 

in order for Sangalli & C. to be able to win the tender by being left with no competitors. Two of 

these six people were employees of the City Council of Monza which had been asked to be part of 

the evaluating commission; two were external consultants in the same commission, and the 

remaining two were the manager and the councilor of the environment sector, who would have 

influenced the nominations to create a group of conniving functionaries. Moreover, evidences also 

showed that two managers of the company AMSA spa., the other competitor, had been bribed with 

a kickback of about 1.5 million € to make them withdraw from the call and avoid presenting a 

proposal. Through wire-taps the investigators have even been able to record the exact moment when 

the kickbacks were exchanged, as it was possible to record the moments when the members of the 

Sangalli family were recounting the value of bribes and their ‘beneficiaries’. 

At the time of writing, about one year after the scandal breakthrough, most of the trials are 

all still running and will be concluded in January 2015. Nevertheless, despite all the collected 

evidences, almost the totality of the defendants have applied for plea bargain and will most likely 

get a suspended sentence, in accordance with the Italian judgement law5, although they have 

confessed being involved in the corruptive system reported above. 

 

 

What lies in the shadow of the law? 

In the year 2012 a new Law in the Matter of Transparency and Anti-Corruption was 

approved by the Italian Parliament. Until then, as Substitute Public Prosecutor of Monza Walter 

Mapelli maintains, the main structure of the Italian penal code on corruption dated back to 1930, 

and had been only slightly revised in 1990, before Tangentopoli. From the mid 90s on, one could 

observe an increase of measures that actually seemed to facilitate illegal practices, rather than 

regulate the licit ones, like the decriminalisation of misconducts such as office abuse and 

accounting fraud, the approval of an unclear legislation in terms of conflict of interest and the 

shortening of the statute of limitations period. The situation caused a lot of uncertainty for two main 

reasons: first, the confusion about the roles of public officers and the private sector makes it 

                                                           
5 Il Cittadino MB, 9th July 2014 
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difficult to recognise who is bribing who (i.e. members of the city council who are also firms of 

construction companies involved in call for tenders in the same municipality); second, the 

inadequacy of norms about what is to be considered a means of corruption makes it hard to 

determine whether a ‘utility’ is to be considered as a gift, as a kickback or as a means of potentially 

corruptive exchanges. The ever evolving corruption practices are even harder to be individuated and 

consequently prosecuted, when the penal code still considers corruption as the ‘direct exchange of 

money or other utility’ between the corrupter and corruptee. As we will see in the following 

paragraph, kickbacks can be hidden behind many other forms of interaction between the public and 

private sectors, which although they are not recognised by the law as potentially risky (Mapelli, 

2012, pp. 27-28), is a situation that often has led to an indulgent and self-absolutory attitude 

towards scandals by the people involved (Vannucci, 2012, p. 183). 

The so-called Law in the Matter of Transparency and Anti-Corruption (n. 190) approved in 

2012 represents a first attempt at changing such a perspective, by trying to introduce a new vision of 

how corruption works and how it should be contrasted, starting from the assumption that the 

phenomenon has become somewhat of a ‘pathology’ of the public office (Conz and Levita, 2012, p. 

4). 

First of all, the law stresses the importance of transparency, accountability and responsibility 

as the three main tools to defeat corruption, starting from the assumption that prevention, rather 

than repression, is more easily achieved. Therefore the law aims at contrasting corruption through 

preventive actions in terms of ethics and performance and at fostering a culture of ‘integrity’ and 

‘legality’. In doing so it individuates the single citizen as potentially active in the anti-corruption 

discourse, once again through transparency, since the accessibility to former sensitive information 

could have a positive influx on the agency possibilities of a multiplicity of actors. 

What is most peculiar is that the law sets the goal of reaching prevention through the 

intervention on the moral integrity of public officials, on ethical conduct codes (which should have 

a practical and performative role), on responsibilisation in the public administration, towards an 

integrated strategy: penal/administrative/preventive/repressive (Ibidem, p. 6). According to the law 

commentators, the text stresses the need to spread a culture of legality and of ethics, which would 

make corruption to be perceived as a reprehensible phenomenon, and corrupters to be seen as 

subjects that have betrayed the trust given to civil servants, and therefore deserve social stigma 

(Ibidem, p. 23). 
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It could be maintained that the law makes an interesting turn in the way the public office is 

perceived: if citizens’ distrust in the state originates in the fact that corruption practices seem to be 

widespread and not adequately prosecuted (Italy ranked at #69 in TI's corruption perception index 

in both years of 2012 and 20136), then the State needs to conform its practices to the citizens’ 

expectations of legality through transparency, responsibility and accountability. 

In the analysis that Mapelli made during a conference held at Monza City Council7, it was 

made relevant how for the first time the law text focalises its attention on the importance of 

prevention. Focusing on the transparency of all the processes, of the charges and of the powers 

would function as retention factor, on the basis of the assumption that the public officer is somehow 

by definition corruptible given the held office,. For what concerns the focus on the importance of 

the performative role of ethics and moral values, it is important to note that the public officer is not 

considered to be corruptible because he is lacking values, but because he became unaccustomed 

with putting them into practice, due to environmental factors postulated by ex Judge Antonio Di 

Pietro, a point that I will address in the next paragraphs.  

Since corruption is the result of a secret pact between the public and private, aimed at 

achieving a personal advantage to the detriment of the community, transparency seems to be the 

only solution. Transparency should make documents and acts accessible by everyone, while its 

opposite, secrecy, always constitutes a breaking line between inclusion and exclusion from the 

access to certain sensible information. The fact that secrecy in the public office could be a fosterer 

for corruption is not new to the political debate, if we consider that for example ex California 

governor Earl Warren addressed the issue already in 1974 in a commentary to the Watergate 

corruption scandal, where he stated that 

 

when secrecy surrounds government and the activities of public servants, corruption has a 

breeding place. Secrecy prevents the citizenry from inspecting its government through the news 

media. The minimum amount of secrecy needed for the proper operation of government should be 

fixed by law, and no secrecy beyond that point should be countenanced. (Warren, 1974, p. 550) 

 

                                                           
6 http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014/results, accessed 15/12/2014 

7 Monza City Council, 25/01/2014 
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Moreover, according to Warren, ‘it would be difficult to find a more efficient ally of 

corruption than secrecy. Corruption is never flaunted to the world’ and therefore ‘we have the right 

to compel our public officers to keep the avenues of information open so the public can know and 

evaluate the character of their work from day to day’ (Ibidem). In the same years, politologist Carl 

J. Friedrich compared secrecy to corruption and treason, for secrecy is a way to manipulate not only 

reality, but also the general politics as well as administrative processes. Therefore secrecy is 

considered by the author to be a paradox of democracy, for it is to some extent necessary to achieve 

certain results, but is also a means of threat for society as a whole (Friedrich, 1972, p. 176ff). 

In a very similar perspective the new Anti-Corruption Law sets itself four important goals: 

first, the adoption by every administration of ‘transparency plans’, that is, periodic reports on their 

activity, risk factors and measures to be adopted; second, the introduction of a system of protection 

and rewards for whistleblowers: people who denounce illegal activities; third, the implementation 

of conduct and integrity codes and of transparency; last, the promotion of a culture of legality in the 

public office and in the public administration (Conz and Levita, 2012, p. 19). 

As a consequence of the introduction of these new measures and of recent scandals it was 

vital to understand how employees of the City Council in Monza do perceive corruption practices 

and the consequent anti-corruption discourse, with all its above mentioned implications. 

First of all, out of the 19 employees of Monza City Council I interviewed, only two of them 

claimed to know the content of the new law, and they were the two sector managers, the figures 

mainly involved with the effects of its application and responsible for the production of documents 

regarding transparency for their own sector. Most of the other employees reported they had heard 

there was a new law, they even remembered having seen some internal dispatches about it, but they 

didn't feel involved enough to take their time and acquire a deeper knowledge on the matter, which 

was somehow striking with the fact that the Law itself sets an accent on the responsibility and the 

active participation of public officials and civil servants.  

The law didn't seem to have affected the working routine in the matter of procedures as of 

the time they had been interviewed (June 2014), but nevertheless employees felt that ‘transparency’ 

would soon translate into more paperwork: ‘when the law changes by force the work increases and 

there are many more acts... the problem is that salaries are always the same and the staff is always 

less... people are made of flesh and blood, you know?’ (Woman, interviewed on 16/06/2014). One 

of the concerns linked to this aspect was that once one has to invest energies in producing more 

documents for the sake of transparency, the level of attention towards certain elements could get 
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lower due to the less time available for every procedure, that is to say that too much information 

could actually lead to an increase of opacity. Some informants also maintained that transparency 

might not be so effective as desired, simply because most citizens would not have the technical 

competences to really understand the content of all the documentation that a public office produces. 

Consequently, it was important to understand how the interviewed civil servants perceived 

another one of the significant elements contained in the text of the law: the stress on ethics and 

moral values and their relationship with the legislation. According to Italo Pardo in regard to the 

Italian case study: 

 

[...] attention needs to be drawn on a growing ambiguity to the official definition of what 

constitutes (morally and legally) illegitimate behaviour in public life. This ambiguity about the role 

of public institutions and the people who staff them, has fed on a blurring of the dividing line 

between legitimate and illegitimate behaviour, and that between the legal and the moral. (Pardo 

[ed], 2012, p. 35) 

 

Most of the informants agreed that ethics/morals (and/or the lack of) are some of the most 

salient elements which can determine the choice whether to be involved in corruption practices or 

not: ‘you hear so much that maybe you do not even understand anymore the difference between 

what you can morally do, or rather is it not appropriate to do, as they all do it, really... you can't 

save anyone, but those who are employees or politicians... because there is always an employee 

who knew in the end, these things would not be possible without their connivance’ (woman, 

interviewed on 16/06/2014), and more, ‘the person must have principles and one must know 

whether what one does is right or wrong’ (man, interviewed on 20/06/2014). 

Most corrupt actions are violations of rules and procedures. Ideas of what is (not) legitimate 

are socially constructed. The inadequacy or complicated nature of rules form the ground for moral 

legitimating and practical justification of corrupt actions (Pardo, 2004, p. 6), a fact implied by 

another civil servant, who commented that ‘many citizens who are also employees of the public 

sector, either due to ignorance or indifference, do not know what they are doing... sometimes you 

do things wrong because you do not know what's the right and legit way’ (man, interviewed on 

20/06/2014). 
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What is legal is not always regarded as moral and legitimate, nor what is illegal as immoral 

and illegitimate, therefore we need to take into account the gradations of individual positions 

between ideal extremes in everyday life (Pardo, 2004, pp. 5-6). In this regard, Alberto Vannucci and 

Donatella della Porta speak of situational morality, a kind of moral that serves as self-legitimation 

for corruption and is a consequence of a process of socialisation to corruption practices, which I 

will address in the next paragraph. According to the authors, the tendency to engage in corruption or 

not is influenced by the environment in which one operates, therefore the expectation of others 

behaving as corrupt works as a self-fulfilling prophecy that generates more corruption (della Porta 

and Vannucci, 2007, p. 49). In such a situation, that is if corruption is thought of as a pervasive 

phenomenon, the moral costs of conforming to a set of shared values, either positive or not, are 

reduced (Ibidem, p. 56). Such an attitude is not only affecting the attitudes of power groups and 

causing grand corruption, but also has a great influence on petty corruption and the way in which 

the citizens relate to the State, and on behaviours which do not necessarily take place outside the 

law. The figure below shows, with the help of the semiotic square as a representing tool, the 

practices individuated by my informants and how they perceived them in relation to the categories 

of ‘legal vs illegal’ and ‘crime/corruption vs not crime/corruption’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 Categorisation of common practices as described by the interviewed employees of Monza City Council 
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For instance, when questioned about potentially illegal practices in everyday life, my 

informants generally agreed with them being immoral and inacceptable, though they individuated 

some of them as being ‘not too detrimental’, i.e. using informal contacts to access health services:  

 

I once needed an urgent CT scan, thank goodness I knew that person and I managed to go 

after a week, because I was sick. Those are just minimal things, but they're now bread and butter in 

the end. Sometimes people do it just because they cannot access basic services, and you know that 

going to private doctors is not so simple with the costs and everything, and so I do not even see it as 

something... I say I need it, and luckily I was able to go. (Woman, interviewed on 16/06/2014) 

 

Moreover, informants generally agreed with informality and corruption being ‘wrong’, but 

they were keen to accept certain behaviours within limits: ‘Sometimes at Christmas we used to 
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receive a panettone8, but after Sangalli [the scandal] not anymore. It can happen that you receive a 

gift or an invitation to dinner. Anyway the code of conduct for employees of the municipality 

rightly puts a limit because it can create complicity’ (man, interviewed on 16/06/2014).  

These are just two examples, and yet it can be seen how situational morality is a contingent 

and movable concept that positions itself within an ideal continuum between what is totally 

immoral and inacceptable, and what is morally legit and acceptable. Where the actor sets himself 

and his actions in this continuum depends on the situation, which can constantly be renegotiated 

upon need to overcome the ambiguity of the interaction with the State. In this sense Pardo speaks of 

the heterogeneity of morality: ‘the culture of corruption and abuses of power, and the representation 

of their practice, may be subjected to nuanced, and changing, moral evaluation’ (Pardo, 2004, p. 7).  

On the other hand, the fact that the importance of morality needs to find legitimation in the 

text of a law was to some extent surprising to many: ‘I think it’s a defeat. If a law needs to stress 

such things [moral issues] it means we reached the bottom’ (woman, interviewed on 16/06/2014). 

The intrinsic ambivalence of such a discourse has been noted by most of my interlocutors as well: ‘I 

believe more in morals and ethics, than in laws. If the law is complex, there are many shadow areas 

which people with bad intentions can use to hide their illegal business’ (man, interviewed on 

20/06/2014), but also ‘since we have no conscience, we need to have rules that scare us, that make 

it clear that we are going to be punished’ (man, interviewed on 16/06/2014).  

These two sets of attitudes arose also during a focus group held at Monza City Council 

(25/09/2014), where civil servants had been asked what they thought of the relationship between 

laws and morals: 

 

Woman 1: There are even too many laws, even regarding anti-corruption, in fact we have an 

endless legislation, that is maybe it's even too much legislation, because sometimes you risk to 

block procedures for quibbles which are only formal and not substantial, here... this happens. 

Secondly, more than the law, as they have legislated so much, it would take just an attempt to give 

more... shall we say, to instil a bit more civic sense in people, but already when they are young, in 

my opinion [...]  

Woman 2: The respect of public things, which we don't have any more [...] 

Woman 1: Exactly, respect for public things 
                                                           
8 A type of sweet bread loaf originally from Milan, usually prepared and enjoyed for Christmas and New Year, making 

it a typical gift among acquaintances. 
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Woman 2: There is no more respect for public things, since they belong to everyone, then 

well... let's destroy them. [...] I think, however, it's because they believe they are smart. How to say, 

if the others can do it, why can't I do it too? I give it a try. They do not think about the 

consequences, they're not interested in the image, ethics, morals, they're not interested in anything, 

so they try. They say ok, they all steal, so why can't I do that too? (Focus Group, 25/09/2014) 

 

Is the lack of values and moral issues, together with the belief that corruption is widespread 

and therefore to some extent acceptable, enough to understand why people would engage in 

corruption practices at all? What sets the border between right and wrong attitudes in the public 

office and how do we overcome discretion? Does the above mentioned ‘environmental factor’ 

justify the choice of being a corrupter/corruptee instead of obeying the law? 

I do believe that these three questions address three topics which are vital to the 

understanding of how corruption works. 

If the new Law approved in 2012 stresses the importance of transparency, accountability and 

responsibility, it is also true that, as Vannucci maintains, we can observe a general feeling of 

impunity, self-indulgence and self-absolution at all levels, but especially among politicians and 

public officers (Vannucci, 2012, p. 121), that originates mainly in the fact that from the 1990s to 

2012 not much has been done, from a legal point of view, to assure that people found guilty of 

corruption are rightly prosecuted. The shared idea is that in Italy one needs to cohabit with 

corruption, since it has become endemic (Ibidem, p. 123), a feeling that has been confirmed by 

many of my informants, who have often been telling me that ‘corruption always existed, and will 

always exist’ (i.e. man, interviewed on 16/06/2014). 

Another element which emerged from the focus group excerpt is the role played by the 

conception of what is ‘public good’. Rothstein and Torsello, in a paper recently published, analysed 

bribery in preindustrial societies in an attempt to individuate whether different approaches to the 

dichotomy of public vs private do actually influence the ways in which corruption is conceived and 

enacted (Rothstein and Torsello, 2014). According to the authors, ‘differences in what is understood 

as corruption lie in the variation of what counts as (and is the extension of) public good in cultures, 

and variation in whether it is morally wrong to turn a public good into a private good’ (Ibidem, p. 

265).  
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The common understanding of what is a public good varies from society to society, yet as 

we can see from the focus group, it is often referred to as something that ‘belongs to everyone’. 

Starting from this assumption, we could maintain that if something belongs to everyone, every actor 

in a society could feel entitled to dispose over its usage on the basis of the fact that they feel like 

they own a part of it, even if of infinitesimal size. 

Andrea Ferrarini, philosopher and member of ANCI Lombardia (an association that reunites 

the Municipalities of the Lombardy region), in an interview9, when confronted on the matter of the 

relationship between the public office and the public good, maintained an interesting point, stating 

that since the public administration manages collective interests, its action range includes goods that 

belong to everyone and to no one at the same time. Considering public goods as no one's goods 

would help in overcoming the problem of corruption in the sense that no one would feel entitled to 

one's share of what belongs to the collectivity. 

On the other hand Rothstein and Torsello claim that 

 

The very nature of a good being ‘public’ is that it is to be managed and distributed according 

to a principle that is very different from that of private goods. The public goods principle implies 

that the good in question should not be distributed according to the private wishes of those who are 

given the responsibility of managing them. When this principle for the management and distribution 

of public goods is broken by those entrusted with the responsibility for handling public goods, the 

ones who are victimized consider this malpractice or corruption. (Ibidem, p. 279) 

 

The importance of an ethical relationship with the public good emerged also from my 

interviews: ‘I have through the years maintained the perception that my job and the administration I 

work for are not only mine, but a common good, so the idea of damaging it would hurt me, in the 

sense that I'd feel like I am hurting myself’ (man interviewed on 16/06/2014). 

 

 

The public-private sector intersection: institutional informality and its rituals 

The public-private sector intersection has often been the field in which most corruption 

practices have been put into play, and the Italian history of corruption related scandals from the 90s 

                                                           
9 Interview, 07/04/2014 
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on clearly remarks how the relationships between the public and private provide a fertile field for 

corruption to develop.  

The most famous example is surely that of the Mani Pulite (‘Clean Hands’) investigations 

and the consequent Tangentopoli (‘Bribesville’) scandal, which refers to the period 1992-1996, 

during which as a consequence of the investigations led by the so called ‘Mani Pulite judges pool’, 

the political establishment suffered multiple, reiterated ‘attacks’ by the Magistrature. Corruption 

appeared to be so widespread that in the four year lapse most of the deputies of the Italian 

Parliament got more or less involved ‒ both as suspects and/or as witnesses ‒ as well as Ministers, 

Senators, former Prime Ministers and managers of the public and private sectors. 

According to a study published by the newspaper Corriere della Sera in 201210, a total of 

2565 people have been accused of being involved in Tangentopoli, whether because of corruption, 

extortion, fiscal fraud, illicit political parties financing and abuse of public office. As of the year 

2000 only 1408 prosecuted judgements have resulted in a sentence, while over 500 cases have 

fallen into the statute of the limitations’ time period. The Italian jurisdiction, in opposition to other 

countries, begins the statute of limitations when the crime has supposedly been committed, and not 

when it has been discovered. As a consequence of that, crimes such as corruption which supposedly 

require a reiteration of contacts within a long time lapse are for that reason hard to date, to be 

investigated and therefore prosecuted. Moreover, the long times of the Italian judgement system 

have made it hard to bring all those procedures running at the same time to a positive end. 

Consequently, a discrete number of suspects has not been judged at all and has often been 

reintegrated in the same working positions. 

Tangentopoli is considered to have been a widespread corruptive system, with its brokers, its 

rules and its rituals, which involved every area of the economy where public and private sectors 

met. As an example, political parties used to lot boards of direction in public enterprises, so that 

their emissaries could influence calls for tender, and by doing so create advantages for certain 

private enterprises, which would later illegally finance those same political parties as a ‘thank you’ 

(Barbacetto, Gomez and Travaglio, 2012, p. 19). The system was so pervasive and so often run, that 

for anyone working in the business it was a matter of common understanding knowing how much 

should be paid to whom to obtain a certain benefit.  

                                                           
10 http://www.corriere.it/cronache/speciali/2012/mani-pulite/, accessed 29th Sept. 2013  
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Two were the goals of entering such a system: economic gain and power. While the first is 

easy to understand and to figure, the second goal is more complex to analyse, more subtle and 

somehow a consequence of the first: the access to power through the ability of obtaining kickbacks 

and the possibility to redistribute the money to other people in power places. To use two examples 

dear to the anthropological perspective, the ideal corruptor during Tangentopoli was similar to a 

cross between a broker and a Big Man: someone able to build relationships with people in key 

positions and to have access to a great money flow, which would help him maintain those 

relationships on the basis of reciprocity and redistribution. 

This particular configuration made the ex magistrate Antonio di Pietro coin the definition of 

kickback as dazione ambientale (somehow translatable as dation11 made necessary by the very 

same environmental situation), meaning that actually Tangentopoli went far beyond the bare 

exchange of kickbacks, and rather created an automatic, self perpetrating system of regulation 

between the public and the private sectors, which shaped an environment in its own right. In such 

an organisation, it becomes hard to say whether it is the politician corrupting the manager or the 

other way around, but once the process has started, none of the two has interest in interrupting it, 

both for economic and judiciary reasons. The Italian law, in fact, recognises both the corruptor and 

the corruptee as guilty, with the result that - as in the Prisoner's Dilemma - none of the two would 

find it convenient to report the other, but they'd rather cooperate against the Law. 

The shameless corruption events made public by the Mani Pulite pool were probably 

influenced by an excess of confidence derived by widespread practices. Everyone seemed to 

conform to a form of interaction between public and private sectors, which had become the 

normality. Corruption had become a customary practice, commonly accepted and reiterated.  

Now, 25 years have passed since Tangentopoli, which at the time was considered to be a 

point of no return after which everything would have changed, and yet nowadays it is still possible 

to observe similar events occurring. Sistema Sesto, MOSE, Expo Milano 2015 and Mafia Capitale, 

just to name a few, are all scandals which appeared in the press between 2011 and 2014, and which 

involved businessmen, politicians and employees of the public sector at all levels for a total 

estimated damage of billions of euros. Every ‘system’ seemed to work according to its own rules 

and roles, which were known and accepted by all actors and supported by what De Sardan called 

the corruption complex: ‘a number of illicit practices, technically distinct from corruption, that 

                                                           
11 intended as 'giving something without any liberality' 
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share with corruption their association with the state and contradict the official ethics of ‘public 

property’ or ‘public service’ and offer the possibility of illegal enrichment’ (De Sardan, 199, p. 26). 

The Sangalli scandal shows some similarities with Tangentopoli, especially in regard to the 

rituality of corruption practices, which is one of the core aspects of how corruption is actually made 

possible, but also to the strict relationship between business people and politicians. The reiteration 

of illicit exchanges (money and other utilities) is set to bring down the risks and create a routine 

which is both the result of previous interactions, and the starting point of any future transaction. 

Vannucci, in this sense, maintains that the bigger corruption ‘networks’ become, the more they need 

regulation, and therefore informal governance structures are necessary to discipline and make 

actions and intentions predictable. Moreover, according to the author, when such illicit activities 

start following strict criteria and clear conduct codes, the risk perception and the importance of ethic 

discomfort tend to become weaker (Vannucci, 2012, pp. 135-136). 

For example, for what concerns the involvement of the Sangalli Company, of the surveyor 

of the municipal cemetery of Monza (public employee) and of the subcontractor for its 

maintenance, in an exchange of kickbacks aimed at avoiding controls over breaches of contract, the 

investigators have been able to record through video cameras and microphones the way in which 

the bribes were handed. 

Sangalli Sr. had visited the cemetery with his subcontractor for an inspection. The surveyor 

waited for them at the entrance with his car and took them for a tour of the structure, during which 

the envelope containing the agreed amount of money would be exchanged, away from anyone's 

sight: 

 

In the short journey around the cemetery, Sangalli hands down something: it is reasonable to 

think that it is the money he had prepared the day before in his office, then he eloquently intimated 

E. to hide the banknotes: ‘put them in your bag before the three of us get arrested [...]’ 

Then comments about the costs of the kickback followed: 

S.G.: With all the budget cuts made by Monti [former Prime Minister], it's better cutting a 

bit here as well... 

M.R.: Cutting a bit here too... eliminating... 

S.G.: Yes, but not... you... but I loaded you so please give me a hand 

E.: Where could you find another one like me... one that cares for you as much as I do care 

for you. (Tribunale di Monza, rg nr 4392/12, rg gip 10102/13, p. 106) [my emphasis] 
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The excerpt above demonstrates that corruption requires high levels of informality between 

actors, which can be extended to high levels of informality between their held positions and 

furthermore between the institutions and the companies they belong to. We can note how formal 

and informal levels of interaction between public and private sectors somehow overlap and become 

hard to tell from each other, constituting what I would call institutional informality. Moreover, the 

example above shows another component of corruption practices: the existences of rules and 

routines helps developing a specific linguistic code, which allows the actors to understand each 

other without any need to directly address the issue. ‘I loaded you [with money]’ wouldn't make 

much sense if not referred to what had happened right before this sentence was pronounced - the 

bribe exchange. Alberto Vannucci maintains that the existence of a coded language that describes 

the illicit exchange of money and other utilities becomes a normalisation factor, which favours 

reiteration through the dissimulation of the real nature of the exchange (Vannucci, 2012, p. 137). It 

is also interesting to note that the civil servant brings the conversation about the costs of corruption 

to a totally different level by implying that it is not a matter of money, but of taking good care of 

someone else’s business as a consequence of ‘affection’. This way the bribe exchange loses its 

illegal connotation, and at the same time Sangalli is implicitly restrained from bargaining, because 

cutting on the budget could negatively influence the civil servant’s ‘friendliness’. 

In a very similar perspective, according to Mapelli, corruption in the public office is fostered 

by two elements: first, a large number of mid to low profile civil servants who, thanks to the held 

office, are in the position of asking for, or accepting, kickbacks. Second, rules and procedures are, 

at the same time, strict and flexible, since they are norms provided by law, but through the 

‘goodwill’ of public officials, they can turn from insuperable obstacles to high speed lanes (Mapelli, 

2012, p. 88). 

In another occasion the involved members of the Sangalli family discuss about the manager 

of the environmental sector implying that she had gotten quite some experience in such corruptive 

procedures over the years and she had developed her own ‘routine’: 

 

S.G.: She told me you need to give the 100 thousands directly to me 

S.D.: Well, she's been burnt many times 

S.G.: Yes, she's been burnt many times, you see she is experienced (Tribunale di Monza, rg 

nr 4392/12, rg gip 10102/13, p. 62) 
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And moreover: 

 

S.D.: I was just telling him, [...] although I'm tailed, and although they're tailed... ehm, she 

asked me... 

S.G.: That's incredible 

S.D.: But how will I manage to give it to her? 

S.G.: Damn these people, eh, when they get used to it they can't seem to stop 

S.D.: They don't... but where am I going to give it to her? (Ibidem, p. 63) 

 

According to the evidences they then agreed to exchange the kickback in the restroom of a 

cinema while the film was playing. These dialogues show how corruption implies the development 

of a very specific know how, a series of precise social competences and skills which are vital to 

surviving in a corruptive system (Vannucci, 2012, p. 169). Such acquired competences help the 

people involved in minimising the potentially dangerous effects of illicit practices, or ‘being burnt’, 

as they call it. 

In another recorded conversation Sangalli Sr., in reference to the involved councillor, stated: 

‘He's a criminal... these people here... they're "Jesse James"’ (Tribunale di Monza, rg nr 4392/12, rg 

gip 10102/13, p. 66). Interestingly his interlocutor (one of the potential members of the prospect 

commission) took the chance and answered, ‘G. if in the future you will want to give something to 

me as well [...] I will be happy’ (Ibidem). 

This short dialogue excerpt shows two very interesting elements, as individuated by De 

Sardan (1999). According to the author ‘only the practices to which one falls victim or from which 

one is excluded are denounced as being corrupt’ and therefore ‘those in which one plays a role 

oneself never give rise to condemnation’ (Ibidem, p. 34). Sangalli Sr., although he himself was 

being the corrupter, considered the councilor to be a criminal because he was continuously asking 

for money. Interestingly the member of the commission used the chance to openly ask for his own 

share, despite the fact that this would make him fall into the ‘criminals’ category as well. As De 

Sardan maintains, corruption is someone else: ‘the real borderline between what is corruption and 

what is not fluctuates, and depends on the context and on the position of the actors involved’ 

(Ibidem). 
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The member of the commission does not seem to consider his request to be illegitimate; on 

the contrary, he seems to be involved in that ‘delinquent sub-culture [which] produces specific 

forms of self-justification’ (Ibidem, p. 35), on one side probably because the definition of 

corruption is more easily ‘applied’ to others than to oneself, and on the other side because once the 

illegal transaction is often reiterated, it becomes banal through its routinisation and ritualisation, and 

due to that it is perceived to be less detrimental (Ibidem, p. 37ff). 

Ironically ‘corruption is as frequently denounced in words as it is practiced in fact’ (Ibidem, 

p. 29) and the same people involved often do not seem to have a clear perception of their own role. 

The stigmatisation of corruption seems to have become to some extent a topos, or a self-explanatory 

way of dealing with the phenomenon at all levels of discourse and by a multiplicity of actors. 

Sangalli Sr., in another recorded dialogue, when referring to some employees of the City Council, 

stated, ‘they're all criminals, sooner or later we will have to pay every one of them to get to do 

works’. In a later occasion, though, once his company was awarded the tender for waste disposal, 

thanks to the paid bribes, he seemed to have appreciated the ‘work’ of those same people that he 

considered to be criminals, that is the councilor and the public officers involved. In commenting on 

the successful operation he stated: ‘I must admit that the City Council, despite its amateurism, did 

very good’ (Tribunale di Monza, rg nr 4392/12, rg gip 10102/13, p. 69), which shows that 

corruption has become a source of the existing network of solidarity within business and political 

worlds (De Sardan, 1999, p. 40ff), which is based on a shared series of linguistic codes, rituals and 

social competences that lead to, and at the same time are a consequence of, informal relationships 

between public and private sectors. 

Social humility and social stigma 

It's already been pointed out that the public debate over corruption in Italy has individuated 

in a general feeling of impunity, self-indulgence and self-absolution at all levels as the reasons why 

corruption is such a widespread phenomenon in Italy. The explanation, though, seems not only to 

lie in the penal and judiciary system, but some cultural elements might be at play. 

My informants have often stressed the link between corruption and lack of positive values, 

and have individuated as an important issue the fact that negative, or ‘false’ values, seem to have 

become a point of reference in society as a way to assert one's success. For example, an employee 

in the education sector stated: 
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I do not know whether it is linked to a national discourse on Italian culture, I think it is 

rather inherent to the human nature rather than to the Italian culture [...]. We often find ourselves 

debating in the world of education and training, something that is becoming increasingly 

important... in the sense of how the educational aspect then affects the present or future behaviour, 

this is definitely a subject of discussion. I do not know whether this has to do with the anti-

corruption rather than with the mode of civil life within the rules... [...] There's an aspect of 

competition which is increasingly exasperated: those who get there first and have a lot of money are 

good and worth so much, those who have a big car... I believe that this has had its share, as well as 

those who bully, who are able to raise their hands... these are things that touch the world of children 

every day. There is an always a higher tendency to support the competitiveness of the children in 

the classes [...], and I believe that in the long term this can make a difference culturally, the more 

we push the competitive level the more we get to say ‘then, yes, I'm worth so much, since I have a 

lot of money’, and lots of money is not always easy to achieve... eh, and so the risk is always that 

you fall in an attempt to get money with the least effort possible and using all the available 

shortcuts’. (Woman, interviewed on 25/06/2014) 

 

Another employee working with children in a municipal library maintained a similar point: 

 

 We have to recover a bit of social humility, which is non-existent in Italy. They are 

sending clear messages, they train children with television. [...] there is an average of fame and 

success that they establish, while every person should have its own personality and you have to 

send the message that every individual is important. Instead children now learn that unless you have 

some advertised products you are not important. Unfortunately, corruption cannot disappear 

because it depends on the whole system and how one is educated at home. (Woman, interviewed on 

16/06/2014) 

 

 The importance of the education of future generations has been stressed by a relative 

majority of women, who are probably more involved than men in children's education and tend to 

develop a longer period perspective. In commenting what would be a way of defeating corruption in 

Italy, another informant asserted:  
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 First, compliance with the rules, that is, if there are rules you have to respect them [ ... 

] and then also at the level of enhancement of positive behaviour and critical, negative value, 

negative judgment against... because the message can't be that success... that the best achievement is 

being smart, that if you can make it to be successful in life with the least effort you are cool, that 

shouldn't be’. (Woman, interviewed on 20/06/2014) 

 

 According to Vannucci, one of the biggest problems with fighting corruption in Italy 

is the fact that although there are efforts to address the issue from a legal and normative point of 

view, the social structure of values evolves through unpredictable paths. The weak civic sense of 

public officials and of the citizens, which finds its origins in education within the family, but also in 

schools at all levels, weakens what he calls the moral levee of corruption and makes legality to be 

perceived as a secondary element of the relationship between the individual and the state 

(Vannucci, 2012, pp. 129-134). In accordance with this point of view is also journalist Gad Lerner, 

who in a report titled ‘Corruption without indignation’12, commented that in Italy ‘civic sense has 

turned into cynic sense’. 

 Directly linked to positive values, civic sense and their role in fostering legality, is 

also the issue of social stigma, which according to Vannucci (2012, p. 184) could lead to a snowball 

effect towards honesty, while instead it is not perceived as an impediment to corrupt practices, but 

rather a facilitator by De Sardan (1999, p. 47), who implies that in such occurrences the proverb ‘a 

trouble shared is a trouble halved’ might apply better.  

 An employee of Monza City council was a big supporter of the theory that 

 

 Moral contempt is positive, it is useful for me. [...] yes because anyway one sees that 

the honest citizen who is committed to make society moving forward has a great merit, this is a 

worthwhile person, society now moves ahead thanks to the people who want to build, not to those 

who want to destroy... this should be an example for younger people, otherwise what examples do 

we give? (Man, interviewed on 20/06/2014). 

 

 Despite the fact that all my interlocutors seemed to be very positive about their role as 

civil servants and about the importance of loyalty to one's office, the facts that occurred in Monza 

                                                           
12 http://www.gadlerner.it/2014/12/18/corruzione-senza-indignazione-ecco-il-reportage-di-fischia-il-vento, accessed 

17/12/2014 



 

 
 
 

36 

 

demonstrate that corruption indeed can happen and that falling into certain practices is not so 

uncommon as perceived. 

 When questioned about the recent events, my informants were mostly still shocked 

about the news and reported having been surprised to hear that some of their ex colleagues had 

engaged in such extensive corruption. Some of them had often worked with the employees involved 

and had known them for years; still, they had never suspected anything. Although aware of the fact 

that this would be sensible information, I have asked them to try giving an explanation to the 

phenomenon, but none of them seemed to have come to a precise idea on the happenings. The most 

mentioned reason why someone would become a corrupt public officer was ‘crave for money 

and/or power’, although my informants themselves recognised this to be somehow reductive. One 

employee addressed the issue saying:  

 

 There are people that get exposed quite stupidly... the corrupt is primarily a criminal, 

but is also a moron... [...] The manager that ended up in jail for the equivalent of one year's salary... 

it seems to me something profoundly stupid. I wouldn't go to jail for a year's salary. (Man, 

interviewed on 20/06/2014) 

 

 That point of view which was though contradicted by another employee, who 

commented: 

 

 When I heard of these arrests that happened, most people I've heard saying ‘oh gosh, 

but he did it for so little money, if one does it, he should do it to make a bang’! Either you do it to 

be totally blown away, but if you don't manage, what happens? And instead I believe there is 

someone that with his little monthly routine has made a lot of money’. (Woman, focus group, 

25/09/2014) 

 

 A component of ‘environmental pressure’ has also been individuated: ‘because when 

it is rooted in a system it is maybe also true that when you are in that situation you cannot do 

otherwise, even if your conscience probably tells you differently’. (Focus group, 25/09/2014) 

 This same pressure created by the fear for social stigma has also other implications. 

For example, one employee admitted that she was so scared that people could think that she, as a 

civil servant, could have made her career thanks to the help of acquaintances or through paying 
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bribes, that she restrained from applying for jobs where fellow employees would have been in the 

judging commission: 

 

 It occurred to me not to apply for a job because I knew that in that municipality in the 

commission there was someone I knew. I did not even want to let it happen that anyone could say 

that I got the job because I knew that person or because he was my friend, so I decided not to apply 

and then I got it somewhere else, so to speak. But for my pride, one day I will tell to my children 

‘look I haven't gotten that far, I have not done much career, however, where I made it it's all mine’. 

(Woman, interviewed on 25/06/2014) 

 

Conclusion 

As a consequence of the most recent corruption scandals, both in Monza and at a national 

level, the City Council employees I interviewed were mostly very sensitive about the problem of 

corruption, which they all recognised as one of the biggest issues in Italy.  

The ‘Clean City’ scandal in particular seemed to have affected their perceptions on the 

matter, which were divided in two main attitudes: on one side there was a large majority of 

employees which thought that corruption is immoral and generally wrong, and who condemned the 

acts of their ex-colleagues. They considered corruption to be a betrayal of their mission as civil 

servants and were shocked that such practices were perpetrated by people they knew, and who had 

built a network of solidarity and informal relationships with the private sector. On the other side, 

there was a minority of informants who also agreed on the fact that corruption is detrimental to the 

society, but who admitted that they never had found themselves in the position to be directly 

confronted with the moral dilemma of engaging in such practices or not, so they claimed they were 

not incorruptible, but they rather were not corruptible because their position would not allow them 

to have anything to ‘offer’, so their take on the issue was ambivalent. 

All the interviewed employees stated that they had never experienced corruption in their 

office, though they were well aware that it possibly existed within the City Council walls, as the 

recent investigations and arrests had demonstrated. They also appeared to be well aware of the 

mechanisms and rituals of bribes exchanging. 

For what concerns the anti-corruption discourse, although they recognised the theoretical 

validity of the principles contained in the newly approved law, they individuated some critical 
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aspects. In particular, they seemed to have mixed feelings towards the ‘medicine of transparency’ 

(man, focus group, 25/09/2014), and especially they found that relying on transparency only, 

without intervening on those cultural elements which foster corruption practices, could be the 

prelude to a new failure. Moreover, transparency in the public office is perceived to be potentially 

ineffective in front of a too extended and complicated legislation, which offers many chances of 

hiding in its shadow areas to those who might want to engage in illegal activities. 

Informants seemed to be quite discouraged towards the possibility of finding a solution to 

corruption both in the short and long term. I could observe a general feeling of powerlessness 

deriving from the fact that corruption is commonly believed to have become a part of the Italian 

mentality, and that it is something on which media and the public discourse have played a important 

role, since the high number of news reporting cases of corruption give the impression that processes 

and investigations on new cases seem to be potentially never-ending. If corruption exists and 

always has existed, as some have maintained, fighting the phenomenon reminds one much of 

Cervantes' Don Quixote tilting the windmills. On the other hand, I could also observe a totally 

different attitude towards the identification of possible solutions, which were rather variegated: 

children’s education to legality; positive values and morality; the recovery of a shared sense of 

social humility at the expense of extreme competitiveness and the certainty of legal punishments 

against corruptive crimes, as well as moral contempt towards those who have been found guilty. 

This last issue was particularly felt and most of the people I interviewed pointed out that fair 

punishments would work as a much better retention factor than prevention through transparency 

and accountability. A matter of discontent was derived in fact from the expected end of the ‘Clean 

City’ trials, which were believed to end up with little to no punishments, and that is something that 

will most likely happen, because it is allowed by the current Italian legislation. One employee 

summarised the overall shared feeling of self-indulgence and self-absolution, saying, ‘look at them 

on TV… they steal my money and yet they look like heroes’! (Man, interviewed on 25/06/2014). 
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Culture, organizational change and the bounded morality in the Hungarian public 

administration 

 

Abstract 

This paper deals with the analysis of ethnographic data on public administration cases in 

Hungary. The main focus is on the perception that public administrators have of integrity 

challenges, how far these influence their daily tasks, the most relevant changes introduced at the 

government and policy level, as well as the socio-cultural explanations that are most commonly 

given in relation with the issue of corruption in the country. I have chosen to deal with the public 

administration in general because of three reasons. First, understanding the everyday work of public 

administration in a country is a complex task which, departing from the study of the organisational 

structure and its dynamics and expanding to the changes introduced at the policy level, it needs a 

nuanced and interdisciplinary approach. Nonetheless, I believe that through the innovative lens of 

the anthropological approach, it is possible to investigate some of these features through a bottom-

up perspective that looks at ways how administrators perceive the main challenges, strengths and 

their changes in the field of integrity. Second, since corruption is a phenomenon that affects 

longitudinally all levels of the public service in a country (although to different extents), I consider 

that information gathered from different sectors in the public administration and analysed 

comparatively may provide a multifaceted and dynamic picture of the phenomenon. Finally, and 

due to the overarching nature of corruption that covers any field in which the public sphere meets 

the private, it can be useful to understand what are the common risks and the diverse challenges that 

any of the sectors under investigation are determined by, in the exercise of the public office. 

 

Methodology and structure of the paper 

Methodology of this research has followed two approaches. The first has been interviews 

conducted with 15 public administrators, from different levels, but all of them located in the district 

of Budapest. The interviewed personnel belong to six administrative sectors: Land Office, Health 

Control and Public Procurement, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of the Interior, Patent Office and 

Labour Safety Office. The average age of the interviewed is considerably low, in the range of 32-

38, and seven of them are women. Three of them are directly involved with integrity management, 

and one has worked to draft the integrity measures described below. With exception due for one 
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respondent, who did not concede permission, all interviews have been audio-recorded; their average 

length is about 72 minutes. According to the preference expressed by the interviewed, potential 

questions have been circulated beforehand or shown at the moment of the interview, even though 

the questions were more or less guidelines for addressing the key topics, the preferred option being 

in all cases to lead semi-structured interviews that left open space for discussion and deepening of 

particular topics that could be of interest.  

The second research method has consisted of a focus group organised in November 2013. At 

this event, held in Budapest, eight persons have participated, five of which have been business 

executives, and three public administrators. In spite of the clear difficulties to organise this event, it 

has constituted an important venue in which the private and the public sector have confronted more 

or less freely. The data on which this paper is based are all, save those on the legislative framework, 

first-hand data collected in the course of ANTICORRP funded research in the period 2012-2014.  

This paper is structured as follows. The first section deals with the institutional and policy 

context. In this section are sketched the most recent developments concerning the application of 

integrity measures applied to the public administration in Hungary. The second section introduces 

the functional causations of corruption in diverse public administration sectors. The third section 

deals with the aspect of morality, as it is introduced in the literature by anthropological works. The 

fourth section focusses on socio-cultural explanations that are given for the failure to establish 

successful integrity measures in the country. Finally, the discoursive role of corruption will be 

introduced, with attention to the role of media, as well as to the impact that these have on the 

institutional trust of citizens and on education to integrity. 

 

Legal and policy frameworks on integrity in Hungary 

The following is official material which has been introduced on the webpages of the 

Hungarian government. On 18 November 2011, a declaration on a joint and efficient government 

action against corruption was signed by Tibor Navracsics, Minister of Public Administration and 

Justice, László Domokos, President of the State Audit Office, András Baka, President of the 

Supreme Court and Péter Polt, Prosecutor General. 

Signatories to the declaration have made a personal moral commitment to strengthen the 

ability to resist corruption of the state organisations of which they are in charge and to boost such 

resistance with the most sophisticated instruments available. The declarants agreed that, without 

prejudice to the independence of judicial institutions, they would make concerted efforts to 
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prevent and curb corruption, and towards this end, they would hold discussions and strive to 

establish a network for co-operation involving partner organisations and other state organs. The 

declaration is unprecedented both in Hungary and worldwide.  

In the spring of 2012, the government passed government resolution no. 1104/2012. (IV. 

6.) on government actions against corruption and on the adoption of Public Administration’s 

Corruption Prevention Programme. The implementation of this resolution is supported mainly 

through a 1.5-year project, which, besides facilitating implementation and reviewing the 

operation of the government, also serves to improve efficiency-based performance in certain 

policy areas in a manner that Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD) experts review the current state of policy areas and, based on that, put forward 

proposals. 

The total cost of the key project is HUF 680 million (approx. 2.3 million euros). The 

project will be implemented by the Ministry of Public Administration and Justice and the 

National University of Public Service as a consortium partner between May 2012 and April 

2014. 

The central idea of the project is to strengthen the integrity of public administration 

organs and government officials, i.e. operation and behaviour that correspond to the adopted 

principles, and to strengthen their ability to resist corruption. It relies heavily on the results of 

key project no. SROP-1.2.4-09-2009-0002 entitled ‘Mapping corruption risks – advocating an 

integrity-based culture of public administration’ (better known as the ‘Integrity Project’) 

implemented by the State Audit Office and successfully completed in March 2012. 

As part of the Public Administration’s Corruption Prevention Programme, a Green Book 

comprising the occupational code of ethics for public service as well as the ethical guidelines to 

be adopted by state organs has been compiled by the Ministry of Public Administration and 

Justice. The recommendations identified in the Book protect government officials, improve 

organisational transparency and serve as a point of reference in resolving any ethical dilemmas 

that may emerge. 

In the interest of promoting coordinated ethical regulations, public service agencies and 

centrally financed institutions will be able to create their own customised occupational and 

organisational codes of ethics on the basis of the guidelines laid down in the Green Book. In 

addition to the existing legal rules, the Green Book (hence afterwards ‘The Book’) provides 

useful guidelines related to office work for public servants which are worded in an easy-to-
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understand manner that is comprehensible to all. These guidelines protect officials and also help 

prevent the development of corruption scenarios, while they additionally also contain useful 

information for citizens, for instance, for the purpose of preventing misunderstandings resulting 

from gifts given in good faith that may lead to inconvenience for both parties. 

The Book lays down sixteen occupational ethical requirements, each of which is equally 

binding on everyone. These fundamental requirements state, for instance, that public servants 

must perform their duties in compliance with the Fundamental Law and with dedication. They 

must fulfil their tasks in a responsible, professional and unbiased manner, thereby maintaining a 

high degree of transparency. Senior executives must meet further important criteria, such as 

setting an example, providing support for the staff, maintaining consistent accountability and 

enforcing the relevant professional considerations. 

Moreover, the Book describes the conduct that individuals in senior positions in public 

administration are expected to manifest. It defines as a rule of thumb that individuals working in 

the public sector may not accept gifts in the interest of the preservation of their professional 

independence. It also determines how public service workers are required to proceed against 

anyone that may wish to offer unlawful advantages or bribes. 

Finally, the Book makes a recommendation as to how long individuals who previously 

worked in the public sector and subsequently found employment outside thereof may not enter 

into contact with state agencies in connection with issues that are closely related to the duties 

they performed in their former employment. This is done in order to prevent anyone from 

abusing their existing relations in the course of the administration of their affairs. In addition to 

making recommendations concerning the governing ethical norms in the public sector, the 

government also intends to support the practical implementation of these norms by launching 

training courses. 

The handling of corruption risks within the organisations requires not only awareness and 

planning, but also a clear structure of accountability within the individual organisations. The 

integrity management system compels organs of public administration to face risks, identify the 

actions to be taken against these risks and to evaluate the effectiveness of these actions, which 

strengthens their ability to resist corruption.  

Bearing these considerations in mind, the government passed government decree no. 

50/2013. (II. 25.) on the integrity management system of organs of public administration and on 



 

 
 
 

46 

 

the procedural rules applicable to dealing with lobbyists, which is the first statutory regulation 

expressly aimed at strengthening integrity in Hungary. 

On 5 December 2012, the first anniversary of the signature of the declaration, the leaders 

of public bodies jointly evaluated their work and results achieved to that time point. Following 

this, the Ministry of Public Administration and Justice, relying on the funds earmarked for the 

State Reform Operational Programme (SROP), launched a key project entitled ‘Prevention of 

Corruption and a Review of the Development of Public Administration’ in order to reduce the 

level of bureaucratic corruption perceived by the population. 

 

The integrity management system in public organisations 

According to the new integrity management system for public organisations, independent 

state organs must appoint integrity advisors, who are responsible for the management of integrity 

as full-time or part-time staff depending on the size and level of corruption risks of the particular 

organisation. Integrity advisors report directly to the head of the organisation and, in certain 

cases, also to the supervisory authority. 

Each organisation must set up strategic and annual integrity objectives, as well as an 

indicator system measuring their achievement. State organs (also) need to regularly assess the 

corruption risks that may affect them and evaluate the prevailing state of the internal control 

system intended for the elimination of these risks. Based on this, they have to make an annual 

action plan in order to remedy the deficiencies revealed. The results of the action plans must be 

monitored and communicated both inside and outside the organisation. 

Based on the risks revealed, the action plans and the actions adopted, state organs must 

prepare an annual integrity report to be disclosed to the public. 

The Minister of Public Administration and Justice is responsible for the development of a 

government level integrity management system and for the central coordination of local integrity 

management systems. 

One of the main obstacles to curbing corruption is perceived to be its very low visibility 

(latency), which is partly due to potential whistleblowers’ concerns about retaliation. In order to 

address such worries, the Government’s Corruption Prevention Programme offers enhanced 

protection for whistle-blowing. The essence of this protection is to provide an appropriate forum 

and protection for those pointing out instances of misconduct and deficiencies in the operation of 

an organisation. According to the programme, whistle-blowers should be perceived as acting in 
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the interest of the public rather than of their own. Based on the Public Administration’s 

Corruption Prevention Programme, procedural rules and institutions for receiving and verifying 

reports from whistle-blowers and for protecting whistle-blowers should be laid down and 

established at state, branch and organisational levels. 

The preparation of a new regulation regarding whistle-blowing reports scheduled for 

submission to the Parliament in May 2013 actually began in the autumn of 2012 with the 

involvement of civil partners and organs of public administration. During the implementation of 

the programme, training comprising targeted and differentiated components has been provided 

for most state organs. Besides transferring knowledge, the training mainly aims to raise the 

ethics-related awareness of officials and, focussing on practice, prepare them for handling 

corruption risks. 

As a first step regarding the central Public Administration’s anti-corruption training, the 

young persons included in the Hungarian Public Administration Scholarship Programme have 

already been attending corruption prevention training since August 2012. The new National 

Curriculum which took effect in the autumn of 2013 also includes information on anti-corruption 

actions, as a result of which the issue of corruption at the level of communities and the society as 

a whole is to become a component of ethics classes for 9 to 12 grade students. 

Moreover, the government has also involved the National University of Public Service in 

its corruption prevention project. On 22 February 2013 further training leading to a diploma 

entitling the holder to work as an integrity advisor was launched. The objective was to train 

experts on public administration who ‒ by adopting a strategic approach and becoming familiar 

with the operational and management system of the organs of public administration, acquiring 

organisational development technologies, HR management and the applicable legal, sociological 

and psychological aspects, and by coordination of any types of regulatory compliance tasks 

occurring in operation of public administration organisations ‒ will be suitable to fulfil integrity 

advisory duties. The tasks of the participants included support for the strengthening of the 

integrity management system within the particular public administration organisation, assistance 

with the establishment of processes supporting the development of the organisation in 

conformity with its strategic goals, adopted principles and values in accordance with the 

applicable regulations, support for the spread of a work culture based on the principles of 

professional ethics and, as a result, reduction in and prevention of the risks of corruption and 

misconduct. Approximately 100 integrity advisors have been absorbed by the public 
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administration in May 2014. In addition to the above, their responsibilities will include the 

investigation of whistle-blower reports. The theory and practice of integrity advising have broad 

applicability in public administration, and may contribute to curbing corruption and, ultimately, 

to a fair, ethical and customer-focussed public administration.  

Concerning the training, the strengthening of the personal integrity of public servants is 

the subject-matter of 1-day and 2-and-a-half day courses focussing on situational exercises and 

case studies, thereby facilitating familiarity with the tools capable of the proper management of 

corruption risk situations and deepening theoretical knowledge of corruption as a phenomenon.  

Within the framework of the Public Administration Corruption Prevention Programme, 

dissemination campaigns based on unified principles but differentiated for each target group will 

be launched in order to improve public awareness and knowledge in connection with corruption 

phenomena and the attitudes and counter-measures that may be employed to effectively fight 

them. 

Besides advocating the values that curb corruption, dissemination campaigns will be 

developed with the aim to seek to boost trust in the public service and promote an organisational 

culture that can detect and identify corruption, one that condemns and eliminates it. Furthermore, 

dissemination campaigns will help familiarise the broader public with the individual components 

of the corruption-prevention programme, promoting positive attitudes in the relationships 

between citizens and public servants. 

In the interest of the implementation of the Convention on Combating Bribery of Foreign 

Public Officials in International Business Transactions, a briefing programme for Hungarian 

businesses will also be launched. The objective of the programme is to help businesses avoid 

unfair market conduct, especially bribery, also in their dealings abroad. It is the government’s 

responsibility to inform businesses on potential legal ramifications and related consequences so 

that businesses can allocate their resources to increasing their competitiveness. 

Finally, a number of civil society organisations were involved in the drafting process of 

the commitments to be made in the framework of the Open Government Partnership (OGP), and 

later the final Action Plan was subjected to broad public consultations prior to its approval. 

The Open Government Expert Working Group, which comprises both civil and 

governmental organisations, held its first meeting in September 2012, though prior to this time, 

the Ministry of Public Administration and Justice had provided opportunity to civil stakeholders 

to make their suggestions regarding the possible OGP commitments. The active and broad 
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participation of civil organisations and citizens was assured by several Working Group sessions, 

the consultation with civil organisations prior to it and the general public consultation on the 

Action Plan before its final approval. 

 

Inner functional and organisational causations of corruption 

In spite of the rich and sophisticated new system for the implementation of integrity 

control in the public administration, in Hungary corruption remains a widespread problem.  

The number of corruption cases in politics and the public administration has not 

decreased over the years. On 10 March 2014, several thousands of citizens marched through the 

capital centre against corruption and its spread at ministerial levels. When considering the 

extremely high incidence of corruption scandals on the coverage of national and local media, the 

picture that citizens get is rather bleak. However, in spite of departing from the often over-

politicised role of media to depict lacks of integrity, this paper aims to start from within the 

administration, mapping those factors which to public officers constitute the main breed for 

corruption. 

Low wages is above all the most quoted endogenous factor that accounts for corruption in 

the public administration in Hungary. All informants, save those working within ministries, have 

pointed out this major problem. T., the manager of one of the Land Offices located in the capital, 

indicates that: 

‘How to motivate young personnel to integrity? First by raising their salaries. If a young 

trained lawyer has to work at 110-120 thousands forints (less than 400 euro) a month, why do 

you think should be committed to act on integrity?’ 

M., who has worked for years as financial head of two hospitals, one in the capital and 

another in a smaller town, had this remark:  

‘Corruption is strong in the health sector. After all, doctors who have delicate jobs are 

poorly paid for EU standards. The gratuities come in from all sort of sources, how should doctors 

respond to all these opportunities, some of them very obviously belonging to their role?’ 

The weight of poor wages is very strong in the personal assessment of how a public 

officer is supposed to react to a perceived lack of integrity. Another element which is related to 

the individual context and not to the organisational one is the personality of the officers. It has 

come out from the interviews that a lack of integrity may be perceived as a result of a particular 

character of a person who should be less inclined to behave honestly or ethically. 
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G., working for the Interior Ministy, outlines this issue in the following manner: 

‘It mostly depends on the personality of public officers. Weaker characters are more 

prone to corruption. For instance, I come from a family with a military background, and I 

received a firm education. […] I think it is a good practice at our Ministry, solidly financial and 

family background is important for not falling into corruption. Most of them [the people working 

at the Ministry] are coming from lawyer-dynasties, their name is impeccable and it’s their moral 

obligation to keep the family reputation clean’.  

This citation underlines two aspects. The first is that integrity is directly connected with 

the firmness of an individual’s character. The second is that moral obligations may become 

attributed to the family of origin, hence tightening the individual in a sort of inherited morality 

which is not exactly controllable from the self, and hence ‘less corruptible’. A second aspect of 

the incidence of the personal character is provided by a generational explanation. One of the 

common points of the positions taken by the participants to the focus group concerning the 

possible social transformations that leads to the refusal of corruption is the idea that old-

generation leaders are more resistant to trainings and indoctrination on integrity. 

L., senior manager of a real estate company operating in Hungary, said:  

‘If the generation gap will not cease to exist it will be difficult to convince business 

people to do things cleanly. Many CEOs of today have been raised under socialism, and started 

to do business just after it. Imagine what does it mean. Everybody’s hand washes each other’. 

M. (quoted above) indicated that:  

‘people from the previous generation work with old reflexes. Things have started slowly 

changing, the PA (Public Administration) got changed, people changed. There is a substantial 

rejuvenation of the PA administrations, the young generation is taking over and these are those who 

do not share the habits of old generation. [...] But it takes at least two generations to change’.  

In spite of this optimistic approach, some informants were less ready to admit that 

generational changes in the composition of the PA have increased integrity. One point which is not 

outspoken in the interviews, but is readable below the lines of the explanations to the persistency of 

corruption, is that the new generation does not occupy positions of power in the PA, or not yet. 

Even recognising the importance of the role of young personnel (all the interviewed integrity 

advisors were below 40 years of age), trained and indoctrinated on integrity, some informants 

concluded that a leadership which, for generational reasons, is not committed with integrity will 

never do good to the organisation, be that a public or a private entity. 
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The second order of explanations about the possible inner (i.e. within the organisation) 

causations of corruption concerns the organisational structure of the PAs. This topic is more 

complex and needs to be contextualised within a panorama of structural and organisational change 

that in Hungary has affected, and still is affecting, these organisations. Again as a choral voice 

among the interviewed, the idea that major and frequent government-level changes in the structure 

of the PA may bring potential challenges, among which is the risk of corruption, has been detected. 

None of the respondents wanted to comment on the reasons of these transformations, and some of 

them they clearly have seen as unwelcome or unnecessary, but they all agreed on the potential risks 

which transformations may be bringing about. For instance, in the case of the Land Office which 

manages estates and housed-properties, Z., who occupies a high managerial position, lamented 

about the recent downsising of the organisation. He warned that, because of the lack of personnel, a 

longer time for processing each request of purchase or building will be expected. ‘As everyone 

knows’ – he commented – ‘long processing times of services bring in corruption. When we expect 

more than six months for each cases it may happen, as it was in the past, that intermediaries who 

offer quicker services in exchange for fees will mushroom’. 

 The speed of service delivery has been individuated by many respondents as one of 

the positive factors for achieving integrity. This has been saluted as a positive development by some 

of them who indicate that ‘a managerial and efficient functioning of the organisation will improve 

the relationship with customers’, as it seemingly has, according to three respondents, thanks to a 

number of innovations. The first concerns the introduction of online documentation, and of what 

some of the informants call e-administration. ‘It is important to realise that when everything will be 

available online there will be little space to murky practices. The point is still, however, that a large 

part of Hungarian population is not knowledgeable on these new technologies’ (T., mentioned 

above). 

The second positive development concerns the changes in the office space and in particular 

in the administrator-customer relation. The planned avoidance of face-to-face interaction within a 

close office space seems as one of the solutions for avoiding falling into ‘old habits’. P., a 

successful leader of a Land Office who has resisted reorganisation following the new government 

electoral success in 2010, pointed out that avoiding having a customer in direct contact with one 

administrator is a key integrity strategy. Re-designing the office space has, as a matter of fact, been 

considered as one of the possible solutions to avoid the temptation of corruption. Also, J., labour 

safety officer, has indicated that it would be preferable to have two inspectors instead of one as ‘two 
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bribes are more expensive than one’, unless this is not allowed by the number of personnel 

available. In general, the assumption that long processing times were one of the vexation points for 

the PA since the socialist period is a commonly shared one. Hence, fastness and transparency (here 

intended as avoidance of face-to-face interactions in close offices) are among the most quoted 

positive development concerning the interaction with customers.  

 

The moralities of public work  

The issue of an alleged lack of morality in those public officers who seek their own 

interest through bribes, gifts, favours and  the like is another point of wide debate in the 

ethnographic approaches to corruption. As in the case of law, morality is not accepted as a 

homogenous underlining explanation of corruption by most anthropologists. Pardo’s book (2004) 

is an exception: he insists on the importance of treating corruption through the analysis of 

different, often conflicting moralities that reflect the hierarchies and constellations of power 

through which corruption is deployed. Morality is, however, always used in plural by him and the 

other anthropologists who emphasise, theoretically or methodologically, the relevance of the 

ethical approach. This stems out of the idea that there is not a single morality on the confutation 

of which corruption is constructed, because moral stances are in continuous transformation and 

very much context-specific. 

This perspective seems to contradict the classical approach of western political science and 

political philosophy which, drawing on Aristotelian traditions, has attempted to explain how and 

why certain societies are able to produce accountable, ‘rational’ and transparent forms of 

government whereas others cannot (see also Rothstein and Eek 2009). Morality is of course not 

the only answer, but it plays a major role in building what some have called social contract, others 

trust, cooperation, modernity and so forth, seen at the core of democratic government. Moral 

claims are, however, undeniably important for the study of corruption. 

Anthropology’s downplaying this aspect is not to be seen as intentional, but rather an 

expression of the methodological approaches of ethnographic studies. On the one hand, the 

simplistic relationships that some of the Northern American scholarship has through the years 

drawn between morality and development, social trust, social capital and civil society (Banfield 

1958; Fukuyama 1995; Putnam 1995, 2000) has been the theatre of long debates in anthropology, 

sociology and even political science (Silverman 1965; Miller 1974; Muraskin 1974; Tarrow 1996; 
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Meloni 1997). If the ethos, in Banfieldian terms, becomes the answer to socio-economic 

problematic phenomena, among which are clientelism and corruption, then there would be little 

need of ethnographic and empirical works on these issues. It would be sufficient to establish some 

measurement scales for morals and values and to apply them in different regional contexts to 

detect variation patterns of corruption. However, one of the most problematic aspects of 

corruption is that it is a highly social-specific notion, and it is almost impossible to draw 

generalisations about its moral undertones. Although tempted to do so, there is not a single way a 

scholar could fruitfully apply the amoral familism paradigm to contexts as different as Latin 

America, Eastern Europe or Africa, and within them to different regions all affected similarly by 

this phenomenon. This is not to support the well-known anthropological claim for particularism, 

but it is to underline that methodologically the ethos approach does not work. The role of the state, 

the local tradition of social movements, the role of identity building ties, of informal networks and 

practices of exchange all have different meanings which, as Yang underlines for the Chinese case 

(2002), spring out of different cultural backgrounds at different strategic time points. 

On the other hand, if morality plays a central part in ethnographic investigations of 

corruption, the problem is that it is a polysemic notion. Anthropological accounts of corruption 

have tended, sometimes even uncritically, to draw on the opposition between rational legalism and 

moral connectivism. Rational legalism is the framework in which bureaucratic, anti-corruption 

informed views of the social order should impose an efficient reality in which illegal practices, 

informality and shadow zones should be completely absent. Although none of the reviewed works 

explicitly makes use of this dichotomy for methodological purposes, it is present in many of these 

studies. This makes also a point about the distinction between grand and petty corruption, as 

below, but here it is necessary to understand the different social fields to which this distinction is 

applied. 

Rivkin-Fish (2005), in a study of corruption in the Russian health care system, shows that 

one of the functions of corrupt practices in postsocialist Russia is, unlike under socialism, not to 

work side-effectively to fill the gaps of the central planned economy, but to provide venues for 

generating mutual trust. Market economy, in her ethnography, has brought about what people 

feared the most: a lack of or a diminished space for social interaction, and corruption is used to fill 

this gap. In the study of a rural village in Slovakia, Torsello (2003) noticed a high degree of 

ambivalence between people practices and discourses of trust, particularly in institutions. In 

several cases people who had vehemently reacted against the municipal administration and the 
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agricultural cooperative denouncing absolute mistrust in them, actually turned to these institutions 

for services and goods. This ambivalence was part of a set of strategies that he termed the need to 

‘invest in social relationships’, which is a slightly different claim than Putnam’s recent distinction 

between bonding and bridging social capital. The morality of actions was at issue there, not the 

constriction of social arrangements: one could feel morally irreprehensible even if he said and did 

different things because the need not to lose contact with personal networks was generally to be 

hoped, desired and hence deemed as a value. Similarly, Rivkin-Fish describes how the gift and 

bribe system working in the health care sector in Russia (and common to all postsocialist Europe) 

has been strongly affected by the introduction of money in these transactions in recent years. 

Money can actually endanger the morality of corruption or, as it has been observed in several other 

mainly African contexts, radically change it. 

Oliver de Sardan (1999), in one of the most theory-oriented anthropological contributions 

to corruption, makes use of the notion of ‘moral economy’ to refer to the African case. To him the 

key for understanding the widespread diffusion of corruption in the African continent is to look at 

its ‘banalisation and generalisation’ in everyday practices and discourses. He sees corruption as a 

realm of rumour and gossip, where the political and the social become intermingled and 

semantically determined for the single actors. Thanks to a number of culturally constructed 

practices (gift giving, brokerage, solidarity networks, predatory authority and redistributive 

accumulation), corruption becomes banalised as a commonly accepted and esteemed practice. In 

these contexts, according to him, actions which refuse openly and decisively compliance with such 

practices are amoral because they provide space for egoism and lack of care for the others. 

A similar point is made by Hasty, in an insightful study of anti-corruption officers in 

Ghana (Hasty 2005). Hasty had the privilege of being a journalist in addition to being trained as 

anthropologist and this disclosed to him access to a number of documents and personalities which 

for ‘common ethnographers’ would have been easily out of reach. He describes the personal 

character and actions of an official working in an anti-corruption public office who strived to 

maintain an image of integrity in spite of the many forms of desire that shape corruption as 

inherently social practices. Self-discipline is used as a counter-morality (my term) to the 

indulgement in these desires: the official Hasty described refused to take food and drink gifts 

(except for soft drinks) that are extremely common in several African contexts, at the expense of 

being seen as a bashful, asocial person who lives a retired life, and thus morally suspicious in his 

social environment. This behaviour is in open contradiction with the morality of corruption, in 
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western Africa called ‘to chop’, or ‘eat’, where conviviality and participation in large and lavish 

banquets is seen as an almost natural consequence of the flow of material (money and wealth) and 

immaterial (power) desires. 

From these approaches it emerges that corruption is often grounded in different, if not 

conflicting, moralities. Not only is the polarisation between public versus private good extremely 

problematic to most anthropologists (Torsello 2012). Also, the very idea that corruption should be 

deemed as amoral in an a priors perspective is to be rejected. The concurrence of a number of 

culturally determined, as well as historical (fruits of the profound institutional transformation of, 

for instance, postsocialist societies and postcolonial states) factors and variables, is to be taken 

into account when attempting to map these moralities and the ways they acquire public meaning. 

The Hungarian case is exemplary of what I call ‘bounded morality’. Bounded morality is a 

condition of a moral standpoint which is, in principle, incompatible with corruption and other 

legal transgressions. All respondents agreed on the point that, in order to improve its 

performance, to gain public ‘face’ and to increase citizens’ trust, the PA in Hungary needs to act 

with integrity. In the eyes of E., who works at the Ministry of Justice, ‘the more I study the 

complex mechanism of the Hungarian public administration, the more I realise that managing its 

organisational structure means lustrating its integrity’. There is a profound commitment towards 

showing integrity to the public ‘to provide an example’ or to ‘gain back trust that was undermined 

in the past’, or ‘to provide the right price to a country made up by competent and highly 

promising people’.  

Morality in the exercise of the public role, however, is imperfect. There is a point, which 

appears clear in some of the interviews, and even more in the focus group discussion, up to which 

the morality cannot ascend. It is like the awareness that above a certain (power) level there can be 

no control; there morality does not apply any longer. D. (who works in the health sector) indicated 

that ‘[in public procurement] from the top management level of public organisations clear 

instructions are given on who should be made the winner of these tenders’.  

Another explanation addresses the strong hierarchical system that characterised Hungarian 

PA, hence mid to low level managers and administrators are ‘defenceless’. The kind of resignation 

that administrators encounter due to this bounded morality is readable in their admittance that no 

one has ever been convicted because of this (corruption) crime in their working sphere. F. (Labour 

Safety Office) indicates that ‘fines are not particularly high: starting with 30 thousand huf- up to 5-
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10 milion (which is extremely rare). Usually the lowest fine is identified if anything at all. The 

practice is that the first occasion is overlooked, the employer is usually given a notice. Only the 

second time a fine is imposed’. M. (see above) declares not to have ever seen anyone convicted 

because of corruption. On the other hand, M. admits that in some occasions in past cases people 

who opposed the system were all relocated or some even lost their jobs. This is explained as a level 

to which moral standards and ethical codes do not apply, and this is a level on which no control can 

be achieved, if not from the top. 

In the business-government relationship a ping-pong game is constantly played by the 

former denouncing the latter of lack of ethical standards, and vice versa. In the course of the focus 

group, the business executives all, diplomatically due to the presence of public administrators at the 

same table, came to the final point that, were not for the ‘political factor’, business would be cleaner 

and more thriving in the region (meaning Central Eastern Europe). It is worth underlining that the 

‘political factor’ is rarely applied to local governments and other forms of the decentralised PA. To 

the business people in the room, politics was an untouchable arena which cannot be accessed 

without ‘being ready to follow different rules’. 

 

Cultural explanations 

The bounded morality which undermines citizens’ trust and provides a negative, 

substantially unchanging, picture of the PA in Hungary, in spite of the concrete positive 

developments, has its own cultural explanations. The particular questions which asked informants to 

pinpoint a number of cultural features of corruption in Hungarian public administration (and in 

politics at large) were some of the favoured ones. I expected this reaction as I thought about what 

De Sardan and Blundo call ‘the banalisation of corruption (De Sardan and Blundo 2006 and also see 

the contribution on Italy in WP4 D. 4.2). However, resorting to a cultural explanation was in this 

case not used for finding some sort of abstract or exotic pretext: it was a genuine argument 

constructed on different scales. 

First, the excessive hierarchy and rigidity of the PA organisational cultures was one of the 

factors that accounted or the slowness to change. T., working in the Ministry of Interior, indicated 

that ‘a change of culture is difficult when the organisation is too rigid, and rigidity is part of the 

things that need to be changed’; in other words, this is an inherited factor from the past. The same 

applies to other aspects that are explained as ‘reflexes of past practices’. One of them is the idea that 

leadership should set the example, and that grassroots initiatives are short-living. In this explanation 



 

 
 
 

57 

 

one can probably find a touch of what some commentators have called the ‘post-totalitarian culture’ 

as one common characteristic of the structure of organisations (and I would put also business here) 

in postsocialist Europe which still have strong verticalism.  

Second, another type of cultural explanation refers to petty corruption practices, such as 

those of gift giving. It is commonly recognised, by the respondents belonging to the PA, that gift 

practices are part of Hungarian culture, in particular with reference to reciprocating favours 

received. This practice seems to be still widespread, according to examples given by the interviews. 

One tone in which the issue was presented was of annoyance. P. (Land Office) indicated that  

‘it is a cultural habit which is difficult today, for example in the case of Christmas gifts. It is clear 

that we cannot accept them, still for the customers they express a degree of assurance, that they can 

continue to be taken care of properly by our office’.  

In other cases there has been reference to ethic guidelines within the organisation that allow 

only small gifts, such as those with a value of up to 5.000 forints (17 euro), whereas for higher 

values the officer should ask permission by a superior. The proposed solution, in the case of 

accepting gifts, has been indicated that they ‘ought to be shared by the office’, since this practice 

seems hard to die. Particularly problematic is this issue in the health sector. Not only are bribes and 

gratuity payments a widespread practice in the patient-doctor interaction, but the morality of gift 

providing is very strong and still unchallengeable. For instance, I have recorded several stories of 

women who before or after giving birth were puzzled by the safe ways to provide their 

gynecologists and nurses with ‘tokens of gratitude’. The issue was not simple: they approached 

state doctors who diverted them to their private consultation hours. In this case, even though the 

treatment and care during the delivery was expectedly provided by a doctor enrolled in a public 

hospital, the care during pregnancy was done privately, and subject to fees. What is more, in order 

to secure the presence of the doctor during the delivery, women were ‘morally’ forced to provide a 

further sign of gratitude to their doctors, since it might have easily happened that the doctor was not 

on duty on that day. This is a particularly sensitive issue, since cases in which the patients did not 

understand the system (for instance because they were foreigners) ended up with a worse quality of 

care and a sort of indifference, sometimes culminating with the absence of the doctor at the crucial 

moment.  

Gift exchange is seen by the respondents as a product of Hungarian culture, whose origin 

dates back to different time époques. It is worth noticing that a number of historical explanations 

have been given to the resistance of cultural practices underlying corruption, such as gifts, favours 
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or informal relations. One respondent went as far back as to the Turkish domination (XVI century), 

stating that at the time Hungary was divided among three ruling parties (Hungary, the Ottoman 

domination and the Habsburg king) and the only way out was to jiggle among them, satisfying at 

turns the requests of one or another through ‘informal channels’ (Z., see above). 

Another informant, N. from the Ministry of Justice, indicated the double rule under the 

Habsburg Kingdom as the origin of cultural practices that today support corruption. In his view, 

having an administrative centre in Budapest which depended on the decisions taken in Vienna 

corrupted the public morale of local administrators. This ‘culture of corruption’ (his words) was 

consolidated further during the socialist period, as the role of Vienna was taken by Moscow. Hence, 

these explanations point out that exogenous factors, according to the informants, have accounted for 

the crystallisation of practices and beliefs that may give rise to corrupt behaviour. The indication 

that culture is responsible for these practices is utterly expressed and shows awareness, on the side 

of the public officers, that these may be difficult issues to be tackled since culture is resistant to 

institutional and organisational changes. On the other hand, such as in the case of the health sector, 

one finds, along with the suggestions of ethnographic data on other countries and according to the 

‘historical explanations’ provided above, that cultural interpretations of corruption may easily fall 

into the trap of becoming wrapping paper to conceal the thorough nature of the phenomenon and the 

reasons for its resistance to change. A final insight into this problem can derive from the analysis of 

the role of the media in disclosing corruption scandals. 

 

Public discourses on corruption: The role of the media 

The final topic of this paper concerns the role of the media in dealing with corruption 

scandals and the perceived importance that PA officers attribute to this. Over the last six years 

national media in Hungary have been very active in denouncing corruption cases. In a study 

conducted on two of the major newspapers (Népszabadság and Magyar Nemzet) in 2012, we have 

found that the number of articles dealing with corruption (at both business and politics levels) 

outnumbered those of two major Italian newspapers (La Repubblica and Il Giornale) by 20%. This 

is not, as can be guessed, because in that year cases were few in Italy (a country with six times the 

population of Hungary), but simply because there seemed to be more treatment. How is this 

interpreted by those working in the PA? 

The interviews highlighted two points relative to the role of the media in constructing public 

discourses on corruption. The first concerns the images that the media render to the population of 
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the country’s political and bureaucratic machinery. The second has to do with the educational role 

of information and knowledge sharing about corruption with the citizenry.  

As for the first point, although a common view was that media has the duty to expose 

corruption scandals, even though many of them are only at the level of allegations, since this is a 

sign of democratic rule. Here, the emphasis on freedom of speech is particularly strong, also due to 

the former experiences of this country with a totalitarian regime. On the other hand, some 

respondents pinpointed the counterproductive role of the media in exposing this phenomenon. 

‘Media spread the dirt everyday, how can one expect citizens to be trustworthy of the administrative 

organisations of our country?’ (Z.) was one answer. Another described the situation in a more 

complex manner: 

‘Commercial media is driven by financial interests, it goes after loud stories, therefore the 

image they try to project is necessarily distorted. Public media is also not reflecting the “truth”, they 

are distorted by the political interests of certain party or parties, they act as a voice of the ruling 

party. This is also a form of corruption. [...] But I understand the role of the journalists, they have to 

be able to write to get paid’ (M.). 

‘Media play a negative role in this story too, they rived out certain parts from the original 

context and presented them as pathetic, empty words. This approach is typical of the media and 

some civil organisations nowadays. Therefore what is needed in this situation is some trust in the 

society, between PA and civil society, media, no one wants to give a little bit of credit to the other 

party in this respect’ (J.). 

‘Although the controlling role of media is undoubted, they often operate on the basis of fear, 

threatening. I don’t like their negativity. It should be more positive, constructing, showing good 

things of the world, educating and transforming people’ (N.). 

The corollary to the strong role of the media in Hungary to build public discourses on 

corruption appears to be that their excessive negativity, conspicuous number of cases presented, 

complete absence of good stories or best practices and known alignment with the dominant political 

coalitions all contribute to undermine social trust in the PA. In order to shed further light onto this 

argument, the second point needs to be tackled, i.e. whether the public discourses introduced by the 

media can have a role in educating to corruption. 

From the interviews it has unequivocally emerged that a better general education to integrity 

is one of the key ingredients for fighting corruption. Educating the citizens is a task which has 

different aspects and different challenges. One surely concerns the type of education. Almost all the 
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interviewed have undertaken some form of training on integrity in the PA during their carrier 

stages. These trainings are becoming more frequent according to the new legal provisions and the 

ethical guidelines introduced above, calling for the need of having specialised trainers and 

instructors, who seem to be still too few in the country. Education to corruption may help, but on 

the conditions how this should be performed the opinions were in disagreement. Some pointed out 

that this is one of the roles of public media, which should be able to make the population aware of 

these cases, but also to show them different, more virtuous ways to deal with this phenomenon. 

Other respondents were skeptical about the role of media in educating the population, and 

eventually indicated that trainings and more detailed knowledge about corruption will not be of help 

for adult or working people, since they are not ‘receptive’ to these issues. More extreme is the 

position of Z., who warned against the possible mistaken application of increased knowledge of the 

issue: 

‘Education of citizens is required, but not with direct methods, as it may only make things 

worse: more attention will be given to corruption, more people will get an idea to become corrupt’. 

In his view, ‘news reporting is too often driven by sensationalism’, which is 

counterproductive in the case of educating to integrity. On the other hand, integrity should be 

presented in more popular forms by the mass media, such as in soap operas or other forms of public 

entertainment. This idea is shared by two other respondents who pointed out that, in order to have a 

positive pedagogical output, public discourses on corruption and integrity should be mainly directed 

to the young population, from the school level, involving as much as possible in an interactive 

manner, and getting out of the negative spiral of mistrust in which the media has tended to trap the 

reader. 

 

Conclusions and recommendations 

Analysis of the data collected through ethnographic research in Hungary has produced a 

number of outcomes which will be delineated schematically below. Here I would like to stress that 

in general all interviewed were very concerned about the importance of increasing integrity in their 

daily tasks. This importance is by them attributed not only to their responsibilities as administrators 

or business executives, but clearly to their commitment with the societal good in general. The 

strong message which I find relevant from these interviews is that corruption is perceived to be a 

negative practice which undermines the prosperity of a nation, not only in economic (this issue was 

never mentioned) terms, but mostly for what concerns good governance practices and the public 
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morality of the country itself. Positive trends have been individuated in the course of this research: 

better legislative measures, resorting to e-governance, improving working conditions and office 

space, decreasing cases of face-to-face interaction between officers and customers, having more 

nuanced ethical codes of conduct, making positive morality a personal commitment. Other less 

positive trends that may bring issues of risks to integrity of the public work include: excessive and 

frequent re-structuring of public organisations, lack of personnel, poor wages, a still weak 

commitment to integrity from the leadership, the negative role of media to spread news about 

corruption and insufficient education at the school level. 

 

Functional and organisational causations  

In this field, corruption has been seen in relation with a number of factors that affect the 

performance of PA in the country. These factors are of two types: personal and individual, 

functional and structural. Concerning individual factors, the personality of the administrator, his/her 

family background, solidity of economic position, educational and training level and in general a 

predisposition to positive working morals have all been indicated as influencing the ethics of his/her 

work.  

Functional and structural causations are those that pertain to the working of the organisation 

and its culture. The indicated factors are: the level of wages, time to process services, availability of 

dedicated personnel, open office spaces that avoid face-to-face interactions with customers, well-

written codes of conduct and clear integrity policies, commitment from leadership. 

 

Morality 

The relevance of the moral attitude to the public work is an important issue that needs more 

careful exploration. Although all respondents were clear about the crucial implications that a sound 

positive morality towards integrity and transparency may have for the PA as a whole, there emerged 

a complex picture. The concept of ‘bounded morality’ can be the explanation which accounts for 

the gap felt by some of the respondents between the urge to a more rigid attention to the ethical 

conducts of public officers, and awareness that, above a certain level of the organisation it is 

difficult to intervene. The imperfection of this bounded morality is not only ascribed to the 

perceived misaligned commitment of different levels of the PA machinery, but it is seen in 

relationship with a rigidity and excessive hierarchical type of bureaucracy which seems to be still 

dominant. This explanation has fallen into a cultural type of causation. 
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Cultural causations  

Among the cultural causations the strong weight of hierarchical structures within the 

organisations has been explained in terms of inner response to external forces, such as the 

requirement to improve integrity and anti-corruption measures from the EU. This is a sort of 

endogenous response to institutional transformation that is, inevitably, informed by culture (both 

the organisational and the national).  

Other cultural explanations dealt with the practice of gift giving, reciprocity, the exchange of 

favours and informality practices. These, well documented in the anthropological literature, are 

perceived as resistant forms of social interaction and exchange (see my contribution on corruption 

as social exchange in WP1) and as such are not overtly condemned. In general, there is a positive 

expectation that a generational change will affect positively the cultural perception of integrity. On 

the other hand, culture can become an explanation to corruption when it assumes a historical 

significance, and it is used to explain why the country has developed some particular reactions 

(‘reflexes’, as they are termed) to conditions of lack of integrity. 

 

Public discourses and the role of media 

Concerning the public discourses of corruption in Hungary, respondents have individuated 

two main fields: the impact of the media product on generalised trust towards the PA, and the 

educational role of these discourses. In the first case, most of the respondents view in negative 

terms the role of the media in exposing corruption. Corruption scandals are widely exposed by 

national and local media, and in spite of the recognition that this is an index of democracy, many 

answers pointed out the relative politicisation of media and the excessive ‘sensationalisation’. 

On a second field, media are perceived to be offering not much to the general education on 

integrity in the country. The preferred solutions seem to provide more accurate debates at the school 

level, or other forms of public cultural entertainment that problematise corruption at a large societal 

level. 

 To conclude, the ethnographic study of corruption practices and ideas in Hungary has 

produced a number of results, some of which are in line with those of the emerging literature in the 

field of anthropology, some original. These results have the strength of originating from the direct 

interaction between the ethnographer and the interviewed, in this case the public administrator. 

Since this interaction does not take place in all the common research methods of the other social 
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science disciplines, this constitutes an added value to the study of such a complex phenomenon. The 

ethnographic data needs to be, therefore, read and interpreted within the socio-cultural environment 

to which they pertain, and it is for this reason that they tend to be detailed and nuanced. These 

details can eventually be contextualised in a larger picture through the result of Deliverable D4.1 of 

this Working Package, in which survey results have been collected, as well as through comparison 

of the nine country cases which have been the objects of research in this WP. 
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Academic Dishonesty or Corrupt Values: the Case of Russia 

 

1. Introduction 

Academic corruption in Russia is extensively spread; it is not an isolated phenomenon. Rather, 

academic corruption is tightly embedded into the general corruption in society: in politics, business, 

and in everyday life. This paper illustrates some common types of cheating and corruption as well 

as the motives of the involved actors for applying, accepting, ignoring and/or pretending to ignore 

these activities.  

Why is corruption in higher education so prevalent? The improper dependences of all the involved 

actors might it possible. Compared to people without a university education, graduates have better 

chances on the job market. Some university lecturers might expect bribes in order to return the 

investments they have made into their own studies. Other university lecturers might water down 

their requirements and try to be more tolerant, especially to students who are looking for a formal 

certificate rather than for an education, or who might need to have more time for other activities. If 

university administrators would receive the same budget from the state, the reduction of staff and 

lecturers would be not necessary.  

Why are studies on corruption in education so important? Younger generations are expected to 

make changes rather than continuing the old systems. During their studies, young people complete 

their socialization by acquiring, among other things, more techniques of corrupt behavior and a 

tolerance for corruption. In Russia more than 80% of all young people go on to university and 

almost all of them finish it. Over the next decades, the spread of corruption in the country might be 

forecast. This might be very destructive, both on the short-term and the long-term perspectives. The 

consequences for academia, business and society might be dire.  

 

2. State of Research  

Studies on corruption in education prior to the 1990s were relatively few in number and typically 

described specific phenomena, such as admissions through personal connections (blat) (Ledeneva 

1998). Since the late 1990s, studies on corruption in this sector have increased and tend to focus on 

one of two areas: university admission or teaching at the undergraduate and graduate levels, 

including advanced degrees such as the kandidatskaia (~ Ph.D.) and doktorskaia (~ Habilitation). 

 

2.1 University Admission  

The university admissions process has been one of the most problematic issues in higher education 

in terms of corruption. Until 2009, all universities in Russia held their own entrance examinations 

for admission. The level of corruption in this area was the highest of all kinds of corruption in 

education: by 2004, it had reached 10.7 billion rubles (~ USD 455 million) per year (cf. Galitskii & 

Levin 2004b). In order to solve this problem, university admission is now granted on the basis of 
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the EGE13 – tests that serve as both school finals and university entrance examinations. The EGE 

gives potential students the opportunity to apply to several universities simultaneously, which had 

not been possible before. With the EGE replacing previous entrance examinations, there is no 

longer a need to visit a university during the application process and spend a few weeks on campus 

 expenditures that not all families could afford (cf. Denisova-Schmidt & Leontyeva 2014).  

Now, however, corruption has moved to a large extent from the universities to the structures 

responsible for conducting these examinations and includes, for example, disseminating exam 

questions before the examination, using mobile phones (for internet searches or SMS) or receiving 

help from the on-site proctors (Rimskii 2011a, 2011b, Klein 2011, Denisova-Schmidt & Leontyeva 

2012b, 2012c, Osipian 2013b). 

 

2.2 University education at the undergraduate and graduate levels, including advanced 

degrees  

Studies on these levels describe different cheating techniques: copying off or using paper ponies 

during exams or tests, downloading papers from the internet and submitting them as the student’s 

own, purchasing papers from special agencies, or giving a professor fraudulent or misleading 

excuses for poor academic performance and asking for preferential treatment (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1: Cheating at Universities: Possible Techniques (Denisova-Schmidt and Leontyeva 2012b)  

 

Usually scholars talk about non-monetary corruption in cases where professors consciously accept 

gifts or services in exchange for certain marks or preferential treatment, or monetary corruption 

where professors consciously accept money in exchange for certain marks or preferential treatment 

(Galitskii & Levin 2004a, 2004b, 2004c, Leontyeva 2004, Titaev 2005, Fedorenko 2005, Sivak 

2006, Leontyeva 2006, Shmakov 2007, Latova & Latov 2007, Galitskii & Levin 2008, Leontyeva 

2008a, 2008b, 2008c, 2009b, 2010a, 2010b, 2010c, 2011, 2013, Oleinik 2012, Osipian 2012b, 

                                                           
13

 EGE - Edinyi Gosudarstvennyi Eksamen (Engl.: Unified State Exam). 
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2012c, 2012d, 2012e, Denisova-Schmidt & Leontyeva 2013b). Some researchers argue that there is 

even ‘academic collusion’: situations in which students cheat and professors act as though they do 

not notice these activities (Titaev 2012). Other scholars have shown that people with higher 

education degrees are more prone to corruption (Rimskii 2010) (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: Academic Dishonesty vs. Academic Corruption (Denisova-Schmidt, 2013) 

Research on corruption in advanced degree programs such as the kandidatskaia (~ Ph.D.) and 

doktorskaia (~ Habilitation) covers ghostwriting, plagiarism, and various machinations at the 

defense, including fraud and bribes (Kalinyllin 2006, Osipian 2012a).  

 

2.3 Other Studies 

There have also been a few studies covering informal practices in recruitment and career promotion 

at universities (cf. Kastouéva-Jean 2013) as well as examining the activities of state foundations 

that support research at universities (cf. Graham & Dezhina 2008). 

Empirical studies on corruption in higher education are rare, however, especially after the Igor 

Groshev case in 2008. Groshev, a Russian scholar, conducted his empirical investigation into the 

sources and roots of corruption at one Russian university. He published his study outcomes without 

naming any actors or institutions. His employer, the Juridical Institute in Tiumen’, recognized itself 

in the study, however, and dismissed Groshev from his academic position. Moreover, Groshev was 

forced by the local court to disprove his previous results.  

Empirical studies bring more valuable results, however, and they therefore remain a ‘danger’ for the 

researchers involved in those studies. The reasons for this are twofold: Not only might researchers 

be considered ‘whistleblowers’ by the institutions with which they are affiliated, but they also might 

be offenders themselves, and might be involved in corrupt actions actively (as actors) or passively 

(as observers).  

 

3. Empirical Data 

The empirical examples presented here are based on two different data sets.  
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The first data set was collected between 2008 and 2012 and includes expert interviews (n=52), 

questionnaires (=485), participant observation and document analysis. This set had been partly 

published in Leontyeva (2009c) and Leontyeva (2010c).  

 

The second data set was collected between 2012 and 2013 and includes expert interviews (n=23), 

focus groups (n=7), questionnaires (=463). The pilot study and the initial results of the focus groups 

were published in Denisova-Schmidt/Leontyeva (2012) and Denisova-Schmidt (2013) respectively. 

The sample includes only those subjects who were studying on site at state universities in three 

main subject areas: economics, the humanities and engineering, representing the majority of all 

students. The students were drawn from selected universities in Khabarovsk, a major Russian city 

located in the Far East with a population of more than 600,000. Khabarovsk is home to 22 

universities, and empirical research was conducted at four of them – two humanities and two 

technical institutions – in order to avoid subject-based peculiarities. These universities are among 

the better average universities; hence the results of this study are more meaningful for observing the 

tendencies of the Russian educational system in general.  

463 persons participated in the survey: 314 respondents were first-year students and 149 

respondents were in their fifth years. The first-year students were approximately 17 years of age, 

while the fifth-year students were around 21. Both genders were represented almost equally among 

the first-year students, while the majority of the last-year students was female: (figure 3 and figure 

4):  

 
  

Figure 3: Gender balance    Figure 4: Gender balance  

 

It should be mentioned that it was challenging to conduct this particular survey. Some of the 

universities in the city are in the process of merging with other schools, while other universities 

were no longer in operation. Often, university administrations do not welcome any such empirical 

surveys, as they are afraid of covert inspections. Access to students was granted through a few 

professors who are agreed to participate by allowing entire groups of their students to fill out 

questionnaires. 

 

4. Russian Universities: Insider Perspectives  

Russia has a large number of universities: in the 2012-13 academic year, there were 1,046 
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universities in Russia, including 609 state and 437 private schools,
14

 plus more than 1,600 regional 

branches (cf. Androushchak and Yudkevich 2012). All of these universities are different from one 

another. Forty of them might be considered elite. This list includes 29 National Research 

Universities and 9 Federal Universities, as well as Moscow State University and Saint Petersburg 

State University, which have a special status as unique science and education complexes and the 

oldest universities in the country (cf. Denisova-Schmidt and Leontyeva 2013) (s. Appendix 2). All 

of these universities receive priority financing from the state. Moreover, in July 2013, 15 out of 40 

universities were selected by the Ministry of Education and Science as prospective universities for 

entering the world rankings. The goal of this initiative is to reach the highest possible positions: at 

least five Russian universities should enter the top 100 and at least 15 should be in the top 200 by 

2020. Nine billion rubles (~275 million USD) has been allocated for the development of the 

international competitiveness of the selected universities.  

This paper does not include the elite universities; rather, it describes the situation at the good, 

average universities in the country, which comprise the majority of all schools, making the results 

of the project more representative.  

4.1 The university administration’s perspective  

University administrations are urged to provide a high quality of service, but at the same time, they 

need to keep the number of students high in order to receive state financing15 and increase the 

amount of income from student tuition and fees, or the existence of the universities might be 

threatened
16

. The current demographic crisis makes the fight between universities for almost every 

student very competitive. Often university administrations pressure professors to water down their 

course requirements by adapting them to the students’ actual level of knowledge and to be more 

tolerant with the students who pay high fees
17

. 

 

We’ve got very lower-achieving students. Only two or three students from a group can master the entire 

course according to GOST. That’s why we are pretty oriented on an average student. We lower the bar 

down to earth. As for my subject, at least they can take primitive actions to continue on other subjects, 

such as Mechanics of Materials or Machine elements, and they pass.  

(woman, associate professor, engineering). 

 

Once I kicked out two swine who took me and other students from our work at classes. I told them to go 

to the Dean’s office, explain the reason for their kicking out and not return without Dean’s permission. I 

know they are afraid of Z [the surname of the dean] and wanted to calm them in such a way. Sometime 

later they returned with the permission. Then I met Z in the corridor and he told me: ‘Don’t do that again; 

you should understand that we have no right to kick out fee students’.  

(woman, associate professor, humanities). 

                                                           
14

 Federal State Statistics Service (Rosstat). 

http://www.gks.ru/wps/wcm/connect/rosstat_main/rosstat/ru/statistics/population/education/#, accessed 3 January 2014. 
15

 The budget for public universities is completely dependent on the number of students; this principle is called ‘Den’gi 

idut za studentom’ (Engl.: ‘Money follows the student’). If a university expels one of its students, it must reimburse the 

state.  
16

At private universities, nearly 100% of the funding is dependent on student fees. At public universities, 

approximately 50% of the funding comes from student fees and 50% from state support.  

17
 There are two different groups of students in Russia: ‘budgetary’ students, who have their tuitions paid by the state, 

and ‘non-budgetary’ students, who pay their own tuitions. ‘Budgetary’ students receive a scholarship from the state 

depending on their performance.  
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4.2 The professors’ perspective 

On the one hand, professors should educate their students at a high level; on the other hand, they are 

often overburdened and underpaid. Those who do not yet have a doctorate receive a very low salary. 

A newly hired instructor can earn about 8,000 rubles (~ 260 USD)18 per month in Russia, which is 

not enough for a living. In addition, Russian professors have to teach a lot: approximately 20 hours 

of classroom instruction per week, if they work a 100% course load, but many of them work 150% 

– about 30 contact hours – in order to survive. All of these hours require preparation and follow-up 

interactions with the students. Often professors have many additional administrative duties and 

suffer from inadequate working conditions. Thus, they might be more or less inclined to find 

‘easier’ ways to work, such as by ignoring cheating and plagiarism. Moreover, professors have to 

adhere to federal educational standards, which are sometimes very difficult to follow.  

It’s very difficult and even physically impossible to complete the academic program on my subject 

[Theory of Mechanics]. Besides we don’t read some lectures from the academic program, because it’s 

impossible to master the entire course according to GOST during the time planned by the curriculum.  

(woman, associate professor, engineering). 

The academic program is really not ideal; it’s the same as for the Faculty of Philosophy but we have less 

time to master it. We are to master the History of Philosophy, both Russian and Asian, a period of 2,500 

years, in 15 lessons. They must learn a fistful of dates, names and terms. It is overwhelming for an 

ordinary student. I can just drill in definitions and categories, but it’s not interesting and can cause 

nothing but rejection. If you want to kindle the students’ interest, you should skip some lectures and pay 

more attention to other topics to have enough time to explain something to students.  

(woman, associate professor, humanities). 

 

The other peculiarity of many Russian universities is that the majority of them recruit new lecturers 

from the graduates of the same university (cf. Sivak and and Yudkevich 2008). In 2009, for 

example, 90% of all lecturers at the National University of Science and Technology ‘MISIS’ 

(MISIS) were graduates of that institution (Kastouéva-Jean 2013). 

 

4.3 The students’ perspective 

Many students tend to choose university study only for the purpose of getting a diploma and not for 

such traditional motives as the desire for education and qualifications. This is because university 

study seems to be the only option for securing a professional future in Russia today (Denisova-

Schmidt and Leontyeva 2012b). According to current statistics, about 80% of Russian secondary 

school graduates went on to attend universities in the fall of 2013.  

In the 2012-13 academic year, there were about 7 million students enrolled in the Russian higher 

education system; 46% were in full-time programs, 1% were part-time students and 53% were 

studied in distance-learning programs (Figure 5). The majority of all students – 85% – were at 

public schools (Figure 6)19.   

                                                           
18

 Not including additional bonuses. Altbach et al. (2012) give the following average monthly salaries: lecturer: 433 

USD, senior lecturer: 476 USD, associate professor: 650 USD, professor: 910 USD.  

19
 http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/obraz/vp-obr1.htm  

http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/new_site/population/obraz/vp-obr1.htm
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Figure 5: enrollment (per program) in 2012-2013  Figure 6: enrollment (per university) 

in 2012-2013  

Between 2003 and 2008, the number of new university students in Russia even exceeded the 

number of school graduates. Certainly not all of these students are fully prepared for university-

level studies, so they are ‘forced’ to try to find alternative solutions to get their marks – sometimes 

by bending or even breaking the rules. In many cases, students have doubts about the content of 

their education in general as well as the didactical competencies of some of their professors20, with 

the result that students do not want to spend their time and energy doing things that will not be 

required on the job market.  

This initial situation, in which: 

 the number of students and the amount of their fees almost fully determine the existence of 

the universities; 

 the faculty does not have a reasonable salary, good working conditions or freedom in 

teaching;  

 many students are more interested in formal certificates than in skills and competencies;  

... promotes numerous conflicts of interest and opportunities for corruption in higher education. All 

of these factors lead to a general distrust of the educational system as a formal institution and to 

widespread doubt in the professional competence of the professors and the adequate preparedness 

of the students in particular (Figure 7).  

 

                                                           
20

 Students have reported some professors coming to class with concepts for their lectures downloaded from 

internet. Students are often expected only to write everything down. Some professors even come to class and 

read their own notes back to the students. In this situation, a typical lecture, which lasts about 90 minutes, 

might look like a dictation (cf. Denisova-Schmidt 2013). 
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Figure 7: The current situation at many Russian universities  

 

5. Cheating Techniques 

5.1 University Admission  

There are two possible locations for cheating and corruption in the university admissions process: 

during the EGE or while applying to a university (Figure 8).  

 

 

Figure 8: Places for cheating and corruption during the university admissions process 

31% of the survey respondents observed some violations during the EGE: 14% of them observed 

these violations personally, while 16% referenced their relatives or friends (Figure 9). These 

violations include disseminating exam questions before the examination, using mobile phones (for 

internet searches or SMS), receiving help from the on-site proctors, and re-opening sealed test 

envelopes to correct mistakes.   
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Figure 9: Students who observed violations during exams Figure 10: Students who observed violations during entering 

12% of the participants heard about other types of violations during the university admissions 

process from their friends and relatives and only 4% had any personal experiences with them. Those 

violations include bribes, for example, to gain admission on bydzhetnoe mesto21, or preferential 

treatment, such as by a getting celevoi dogovor22 (Figure 10).  

There are a few recent tendencies worth noting: The number of orphans, students with disabilities 

and students with diplomas for achievements in academic competitions (olimpiady) has increased 

significantly. Those three categories receive preferential treatment during the university admissions 

process. The approach here is selective, however: one respondent mentioned that a real orphan was 

not considered and other students complained that not all results of olympiady were counted. 

Nevertheless, the introduction of the EGE was a very important step, which allowed the mobility of 

students, for example, to increase significantly. The results of the sample show that there were more 

students coming from small towns and villages (locations with fewer than 50,000 inhabitants) in 

2013-14 than 2009-10 (Figure 11a and Figure 11b): 70% from enrolled students were not originally 

from Khabarovsk, while among the current almost graduates only 62%.   

 

  

                                                           
21

 Bydzhetnoe mesto – (Engl.: budget place) – a place for a student paid for by the state. 

22
 Celevoi dogovor – (Engl.: purpose contract) – a place for a student on preferential conditions. 
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Figure 11a: Geographic distribution    Figure 11b: Geographic distribution  
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5.2 Studying at University  

5.2.1 Copying or Cribbing 

Copying or cribbing is the most common way of ‘passing’ exams. Actually, most students learn this 

practice in school, and at universities they just ‘improve’ upon it. Tools for cheating might be 

divided into two large groups: ‘traditional’ and ‘innovative’.  

Traditional tools usually include paper ponies as well as textbooks and notes taken during lectures.23 

A traditional ‘pony’ is a very small handwritten or typed sheet of paper that can be hidden in the 

palm of the hand or under clothes. Many publishers in Russia have found a market gap and produce 

these ponies for students, which can be taken in pieces and used during exams. Ponies for all 

subjects are available in almost every bookstore and on online shops. The use of textbooks and 

lecture notes is usually prohibited during exams. Students might be even asked to leave their bags 

and other belongings in the corner of an exam room, so that they can carry only a pen or a pencil to 

their desks. But if a professor leaves a room for a minute, students might take an advantage of this 

and consult their textbooks (Figure 12).  

  

Figure 12: Paper Ponies for Russian History and for Marketing (www.ozon.ru) 

Some of the more innovative tools also include two different ways of using mobile phones. For 

example, a student might get a help from an ‘assistant’ dictating the correct answers via a phone 

hidden under the student’s hair. The assistant might get an SMS message with exam questions. 

Exam answers might be also loaded into the mobile phone in advance. Students only have to find an 

opportunity to use it. Some students might even adapt their bodies for cheating: nails, hands or 

legs24 might be inscribed with formulas, data and other important information. This kind of body art 

is exotic, however.  

In spite of all this technological progress, paper ponies still remain the most popular cheating 

instrument among students.  

In the most cases, professors see all of the traditional as well as the innovative and exotic tools that 

are used during their exams. Their reaction to this might differ: they might acknowledge it or not. If 

the professors acknowledge the cheating, they might lower the student’s mark and/or ask additional 

                                                           
23

 Open book exams are not common in Russia.   

24
 Female students can use this method by wearing a skirt.  

http://www.ozon.ru/
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questions. The reasons for not acknowledging vary: If a student worked very hard during a semester 

and attended all of the lectures, this small ‘sin’ might be forgiven. Some professors might even 

judge handwritten ponies positively, arguing that, by summarizing the course materials, the students 

have critically reflected upon the topic.  

In the survey, both first-year students and students near graduation were asked about the usage of 

paper ponies during exams: only 13% of freshmen and 5% of final-year students believed it to be 

unacceptable (Figure 13a and Figure 13b).  

 

 
  

Figure 13a: Usage of ponies during exams   Figure 13b: Usage of ponies during 

exams 

 

5.2.2 Paper and Thesis Purchase  

Term papers, theses and take-home tests might be purchased. This also takes place in two different 

ways: papers might be downloaded from the internet or another person or an agency might do the 

job (Figure 14).  

 

Figure 14: Ways of obtaining a paper  

 

Two questions in the survey were about the students’ attitude towards downloading term papers (or 

other papers) from the internet and purchasing term papers from special agencies and/or written by 

other students. The majority of the respondents considered downloading papers to be acceptable 

(64% of the first-year students and 74% of the students about to graduate), while purchasing papers 
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seems to be less acceptable (41% of freshmen and 43% of final-year students) (Figure 15a, 15b and 

Figure 16a, 16b).  

 

    
  

Figure 15a and Figure 15b: downloading term papers (or other papers) from internet 

 

      
  

Figure 16a and Figure 16b: purchasing term papers (or other papers) from special agencies written by other students  

There are many websites in Russia that provide an opportunity to download ready-made term 

papers and theses on different subjects. Most of them are free of charge. This method seems to be 

easy, but it might be risky: The same text might be downloaded and submitted by other students as 

well. In this case, all of the ‘authors’ might be punished.    

For this reason, a custom-written paper seems to be safer, and can be ordered by an individual 

through an agency that provides such services. Information about these agencies can be found in 

almost all possible sources, including announcements in the university buildings or at university bus 

stations, for example:  

DO written tests, term papers, diploma theses on fundamental, technical and liberal 

disciplines. Quickly, efficiently. Phone: XXXXXXX25 

Similar ads might be read in local newspapers:  

                                                           
25

 This advertisement was found at a bus station near two large universities in the Far East region. 
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Fortuna LLC completes written tests, term papers, diploma theses in all disciplines. 

Address: XXXXXX, Phone: XXXXXXXX26  

The abbreviation ‘LLC’ indicates that this is an officially registered company, most likely providing 

educational services. Some ads are written in a very concise way, but readers will understand the 

context:   

Mathematics, statistics, probability theory, econometrics, physics. XXXXXXX (phone) 

Some ads provide more information, for example, on price:  

Physics (50 RUB), mathematics (40 RUB), theoretical mechanics (150 RUB). Exercise 

solutions. ХХХХХХХ (phone)27. 

This type of cheating is commonly used by part-time students, who often work and/or have families 

and do not have enough time to study.  

Professors are aware of these common services for writing papers and, as a rule, recognize them as 

cheating, but many usually accept them. Most professors are overloaded with work and have neither 

the time nor the desire to be engaged in any possible investigations. So, for example, one professor 

initiated the use of a software program to detect plagiarism at her university, but her initiative was 

not welcomed by her colleagues.  

 

5.2.3 Providing Services for Faculty   

The other option to gain mileage with the faculty is to provide services for them. There are three 

possible techniques for this: a small service with no expectations, a larger service in exchange for 

something more, and a purposeful exchange (Figure 17): 

 

Figure 17: Ways of providing services for faculty  

 

Taking office supplies from storage to the faculty offices, for example, might be considered a small 

service with no expectations. This is usually done during class time, and some students might even 

feel even ‘rewarded’, especially if they do it during ‘unnecessary’ lectures28. In this case, professors 

do not reciprocate and students actually do not expect anything in return.  

                                                           
26

 These some examples from the newspaper Present (Khabarovsk) from 2 February 2012 (p. 35). 

27
 50 RUB (~1.5 USD), 40 RUB (~ 1.2 USD), 150 RUB (~4.5 USD) as of 5 January 2014.   

28
 The Russian educational system requires, for example, students in the sciences to study philosophy and sociology, 

and those in literature to learn mathematics and ecology. Knowledge of these disciplines is not strictly necessary to 

work in those professions. 
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For a larger service, something more is required, such as when a faculty member might move to 

another office. Male students are often asked to transport furniture and other items, while female 

students are responsible for cleaning and decorating. Students seldom refuse to participate in such 

activities, though they do it without much enthusiasm. The consequences are clear for them: in 

potential conflicts with other professors, for example, these professors might protect their helpers 

and ignore the problems of non-helpers. Possible recommendations for an exchange semester 

abroad or an interesting job might be written more positively for active participants than for non-

participants, if the latter receive them at all. Moreover, many students are required to have a 

summer internship29. Students who do not receive interesting offers might instead take service jobs 

such as cleaning or painting at the university, which are designated as ‘internships,’ though this is 

officially legal. In any case, the students involved in such kinds of help might expect to receive 

preferential treatment from these professors.       

Part-time students usually offer other services in exchange. They do this more or less honestly, but 

in all cases with a certain aim: to get preferential treatment and better marks: 

I work for an optical chain; if you need something, I can work with you to pick up the 

goods more cheaply and give you a tip about the quality. 

I work for a travel company; we organize group tours abroad. Contact me, I will help 

arrange you a trip and give a discount; many professors from our university have 

already considered this option.  

 

5.2.4 Making Presents to Faculty  

Presents to faculty members might take two forms: Traditional presents that are a part of Russian 

academic culture and more pragmatic presents that are given for specific reasons (Figure 18).  

 

 

Figure 18: Presents to faculty   

 

Traditional presents: Since Russian universities have a different system and many full-time students 

are part of a peer group studying together for at least four years with a smaller number of professors 

(compared to the West), closer personal relationships develop among the students themselves and 

with the faculty. Therefore professors occasionally receive presents from their students. The 

preferred occasions are the main Russian holidays: New Year (1 January), Defender of the 

                                                           
29

 Internships are an integral part of the educational process as a way for students to gain insights in their professions. 

Future journalists, for example, are expected to spend a few weeks working in print media, television or radio, and 

future engineers are supposed to spend some time in constructional offices or manufacturing. 
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Fatherland Day (23 February), International Women’s Day (8 March) and sometimes a professor’s 

birthday. The presents can range from flowers through chocolate and alcohol (wine for female 

professors and cognac for male professors).  

Other presents might be given after graduation as an individual present, such as for the good 

supervision of a thesis or as a group present for working together for four years. The group present 

might be expensive and is usually something for the entire faculty, which might be used by many 

professors and/or many generations of students, like a refrigerator or a projector. The other tradition 

is a reception organized and sponsored by students. This might range from a modest tea party at the 

university to a big dinner at a restaurant.       

Some students, especially part-time students, can misuse this tradition, however:  

Once when I came to the exam for part-time students, there was a bouquet of flowers on 

the table ... Of course, I said it was not necessary, but decided that I would keep it. I 

gave the exam as usual … The next day … I look – and there, hidden in the branches, is 

a gift card for cosmetics, I did not even notice it behind all that tinsel (female, professor, 

40). 

 

5.2.5 Oral agreements  

Oral agreements with professors and/or the university administration are another possible way of 

getting marks and preferential treatment. This might take different forms, from the simple usage of 

friendship to ‘oral commands’ from above to unofficial paid transactions (Figure 19).  

 

Figure 19: Oral agreements  

‘When my friend’s son entered the university, we did not tell the boy that I would help 

him, but my female friend asked me to ‘keep an eye on him there.’ For me, this would 

have been clear without her request  we have been friends forever  all our lives’ 

(female, assistant professor, 46). 

‘Every year the director of our institute distributes the names from the list: “you are 

responsible for these people, you – for these.” This means, that if a bonehead I am 

responsible for does not pass some exams, my head will be taken off, and I have to run 

around and ask for a favor on their behalf ... No, I do not personally receive anything for 

this.... It is such a duty.... You can refuse to do it, but only if you are going to quit’ 

(male, associate professor, 36). 

‘...a woman from the department of X  makes requests for over fifty people. Does this 

mean she has so many relatives? No way, she arranges the grades for them, either at a 

very cheap rate or just by crying, and some give the grades for free. And they pay her 

right away, so she would have a reason to run around to her colleagues’ (male, associate 

professor, 36). 
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This mutual help often goes without saying and seems to be a part of the system. The Russian 

academic community seems to be very tightly knit: Many professors and university administrators 

often support their friends, relatives, neighbors, who study at their schools: As one female professor 

argues ‘We must help each other, otherwise, why do we work here?’.  

 

5.2.6 Payment 

There are usually two main options involving payment: an oral agreement between a student and a 

professor or an agreement reached through an intermediary. The latter option seems to be the most 

popular. The possible options are listed below (Figure 20a, 20b and 20c):  

 

 

Figure 20a: Possible interactions between students and professors  

 

It was the most difficult subject … Even the girls, excellent students, did not pass it on 

the first attempt. It was useless. Then we came and asked about money. A lecturer said 

that for such issues we did not even need to come. Then we found out through whom 

she takes … money – in the record book, exam – in the pocket (female, student, 3rd 

year).  

 

 

Figure 20b: Possible interactions between students and professors  

 

My friend and I did not pass the exam, and the lecturer himself gave a hint to us that, 

well, we can pay a ‘sponsorship fee’ … and the problem will be solved (male, student, 

3rd year).  

I had to leave urgently, and I did not have as much time to prepare for the exam as I 

expected, so I went to the lecturer and explained. Without saying a word, he wrote a 

number on a piece of paper and I agreed (female, student, 3rd year).  
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Figure 20c: Possible interactions between students and professors  

 

When I was a freshman and I gave cash, he said he cannot just take money, and I should 

come to him for consultations and this issue will be resolved. It looks like he gave me a 

consultation and so he gave me a five excellent on the exam ... (female, student, 4th 

year). 

… people in the physical education department work off an exam in the department, 

i.e. they paint, whitewash and so on, or they purchase sports equipment (male, student, 

3rd year).  
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5. Remedying Academic Corruption    

5.1. University Perspectives   

Russian universities cannot ignore academic dishonesty and corruption; indeed, they have tried to 

establish several initiatives to combat it. One of those initiatives is the use of software programs to 

detect plagiarism. Only a few universities use these programs on a regular basis; most of the others 

are just making their first steps in this direction.  

The other remedy is fighting the companies that provide ghostwriting services and the outsourcing 

of homework. The advertisements for such services can be seen at virtually every campus; Picture 

21 and Picture 22 show such announcements painted on the road. Both announcements give local 

telephone numbers and offer written term papers and dissertations for purchase. Picture 23 

advertises more ‘educational services’: in addition to term papers and dissertations, it offers the 

completion of tests in all disciplines, as well as drawings and technical, statistical and econometrical 

calculations.  

 

Picture 21     Picture 22 

     
 

Picture 23         

  

University administrators have no legal means to prevent this. Most of those providers are in fact 

officially registered companies offering educational services. Some universities have found one 

solution, however: They paint over the phone numbers – a practice that might be applicable for 

other universities (Picture 24).   
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Picture 24 

 

5.2 Citizens’ Perspective  

Citizen activism is also becoming an effective tool for alleviating corruption in Russian academia: 

Students might report the unethical behavior of their professors, for example. This reporting takes 

different forms, ranging from a contribution in social media to approaching the local police. In the 

last cases, punishment usually includes a fine and a prohibition from engaging in professional 

activities. In December 2012, for example, a lecturer at the Ulan-Ude Institute of Railway Transport 

was punished for 23 cases of bribery, ranging from 1,000 Rubles (~ 30 USD) to 3,000 Rubles (~ 90 

USD), with a fine of 450,000 Rubles (~ 13,700 USD) and a prohibition from teaching for two years. 

The offender proposed to give his students marks without taking an exam, or changing an honestly 

received mark to ‘excellent’. In February 2013, a lecturer from the Krasnoyarsk State Agriculture 

University was punished for 59 cases of bribery ranging from 1,000 Rubles (~30 USD) to 1,500 

Rubles (~45 USD) with a fine of 240,000 Rubles (~7,000 USD) and a prohibition from teaching for 

two and half years. He also gave marks without examining his students.
30

  

The other form of citizen activism has led to creation of dissernet – an online community of experts 

and journalists investigating plagiarism in kandidatskaia (~PhD) and doktorskaia (~ Habilitation) 

theses
31

. This initiative has had significant consequences: in addition to online debates it led to 

some high-profile resignations. Bloggers continue their activities and report about other famous 

persons cheating in their academic writing. One of the results of bloggers’ activities was the 

changing of the existing time limit for reconsidering decisions on granting advanced degrees from 3 

to 10 years.  

The public surveys conducted by the Levada Center
32

 show that the majority of respondents believe 

that people who plagiarize their academic works should lose their degrees (82%) and if the 

plagiarists are officials or deputes  their positions as well (83%). Most people (69%) are not very 

well informed regarding all of these scandals, however. This disinterest might be explained by the 

endemic corruption in Russian society and by the general corruption associated with authorities in 

the country: A majority of respondents believe that the level of corruption in politics is even higher 

than reported in media (58%) and that current anti-corruption strategies are a part of Putin’s PR 

                                                           
30

 Denisova-Schmidt, E. and Leontyeva, E. (2013b), Corruption in Higher Education and Research: Russia. 

Proceedings of Conference ‘Coping with New Legal Challenges in Education’. Kaunas, Lithuania, Vytautas Magnus 

University, pp. 55-62.   
31

 http://www.dissernet.org/ accessed 20 April 2014 
32

 Obshchestvennoe mnenie 2013. http://www.levada.ru/books/obshchestvennoe-mnenie-2013 accessed 20 April 2014 

http://www.dissernet.org/
http://www.levada.ru/books/obshchestvennoe-mnenie-2013
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campaign and have nothing to do with reality (59%). The Levada Center also asks people’s 

opinions on the most corrupt party (Table 1).  

 

 

Table 1: Question: ‘Deputes of which party more often hide their businesses, real estate and 

bank accounts abroad?’  

   2013 

Deputes of “United Russia” 27 

Deputes of “Just Russia” 9 

Deputes of the Liberal Democratic Party of Russia 8 

Deputes of the Communist Party 7 

All in the same extent  54 

Hard to say  13 

 

 

Respondents are actually more concerned about the worsening level of education in the country, as 

well as the challenges in obtaining this education and the various informal practices engaged in by 

university admissions (Table 2, Table 3 and Table 4):  

 

Table 2: Question: ‘Are you satisfied with the current educational system in Russia?’ 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

yes 5 2 3 4 4 4 1 2 3 3 

somewhat yes  18 15 22 21 21 19 18 16 16 18 

neither yes  

or no 

20 19 22 22 26 24 28 25 24 - 

somewhat no 30 33 28 29 30 27 26 29 27 46 

no 20 25 18 18 13 12 12 16 23 26 

hard to say 8 6 8 6 6 15 15 13 7 8 

 

Table 3: Question: ‘Can you, your children, or your grandchildren get a good education, if 

necessary?’  

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

yes 7 6 6 6 7 8 7 3 4 4 3 4 

somewhat 

yes  
30 26 30 26 35 31 36 27 32 28 28 23 

somewhat 

no 
38 38 35 35 34 35 36 34 33 35 43 39 

no 21 26 25 28 19 21 17 15 14 15 16 18 

hard to 

say 
4 4 3 5 5 5 5 21 18 18 10 9 

 

Table 4: Question: ‘By introducing EGE the number of bribes, blat and other violations by 

finishing the school and entering universities would/are …’ 

 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

increase/increasing 25 27 30 35 30 
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decrease/decreasing 17 15 17 16 13 

remain/remaining the same 36 31 33 31 34 

hard to say 23 28 20 18 24 

 

Potential Employers are also concerned about the decreasing educational levels of their job-seekers. 

Job advertisements might even mention the universities whose graduates they are looking for. Some 

recruiters might not even consider candidates with distance learning diplomas.  

 

 

6. Conclusion and Outlook  

There is an urgent need for more applied, pragmatic remedies for corruption in academia. This was 

also recently stressed by Elena Panfilova, the chairwoman of TI Russia, who created some 

initiatives on the transparency and integrity of Russian universities
33

. Scholarly research seldom 

seems to translate into concrete tools and reform. One of the main reasons for this is the systematic, 

longstanding tradition of corruption in almost every area of society: business, politics, and everyday 

life. Corrupt behavior seems to be a norm rather than a deviation in Russia. The other reason might 

be the high dependency of universities on such factors as the number of students enrolled. A typical 

public university in Russia receives half of its budget from state money calculated according to the 

number of students, and half from the students’ tuition and fees. If they expel underachieving 

students, the university would lose a substantial part of its budget, which may lead to a decline in its 

research activities and the laying off of professors and staff. Therefore, many universities and 

professors really have a dilemma between being more tolerant with some students – and sometimes 

even watering down the course requirements to retain them – or potentially losing their job. As long 

as this dependence exists, any action on the transparency and integrity of Russian universities 

would be difficult to implement.  

  

                                                           
33

 http://transparency.org.ru/v-rossii/vuzy-dolzhny-byt-prozrachnymi accessed 20 April 2014 

http://transparency.org.ru/v-rossii/vuzy-dolzhny-byt-prozrachnymi
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The Making of Citizenship Against Corruption in Kosovo: 

Protest, Lies, and the Public Good 

 

Corruption in Kosovo has been researched from a variety of perspectives and methodologies, as 

well as with various research and policy goals in mind.  Dominated by quantitative and 

positivistic studies, where social and historical contexts are seen as direct contributors to 

corruption, or disregarded at best, the said research takes for granted the need to understand and 

inquire into socio-economic and cultural relations. Cultural practices and traditions, often read as 

backwardness, remnants of socialism, or post-war criminality, are cited as most frequent 

enabling factors, if not determinants of Kosovo’s high rates of corruption. Therefore, the need to 

build “a rule of law culture” is frequently followed by discussions on Kosova’s “transition to 

democratic governance and [need to] strengthen its institutions.”34 As Samuel Zbogar, the head 

of EU Office in Kosovo and EU Special Representative has declared: "In regard to corruption we 

have to build together, together with the laws, a culture of non-tolerance on corruption. This is 

the European way."35 Most people who were consulted for this research have made similar 

claims “If we wish to become European, enter the EU, we must fight corruption.”36 

Nonetheless, understandings of rule of law, culture of corruption, or the “European way,” do not 

mean the same thing to all those who use this terminology. While this research cannot address all 

of these issues in details, it does make some recommendations that any study that aims to link the 

shifting understandings and practices of what are considered social norms and values, as well as 

experiences with public and private institutions, should take into account. These are: a. how 

knowledge about corruption and socio-cultural values is produced, b. how this knowledge 

resonates among citizens, the forms of consent and dissent they generate, and c. the ways in 

                                                           
34 Interview with NGO worker, 10 September 2013.  

35http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/kosovo/press_corner/all_news/news/2013/20131111_en.htm (accessed 
13 November 2013).  

36 Interview with public servant, 12 October 2013.  

http://eeas.europa.eu/delegations/kosovo/press_corner/all_news/news/2013/20131111_en.htm
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which access and resources are distributed (validated) by emerging political and economic 

formations. 

 

To date no ethnographies of corruption have been produced on Kosovo. The research presented 

here is a first step, as well as an argument for the necessity of deeper ethnographic inquiry into 

how the legal, economic, and social worlds collide to produce structures, experiences, practices, 

and understandings of corruption.37 Having conducted ethnographic research in Albania, Smoki 

Musaraj argues that: “rather than being an undisputable form of knowledge about corruption, the 

making, publication, and interpretation of the data in this corruption perception survey38 

suggests a series of translations and mistranslations regarding the legitimate or illegitimate 

market transactions and the means to address them on the ground.”39 The same claim can be 

made of numerous surveys conducted in Kosovo, although it is impossible to treat them all here. 

 

This paper includes the findings obtained through interviews with citizens, NGO and think-tank 

workers, representatives of public institutions, as well as observations at public workshops and 

roundtable discussions. Included is also a summary of a survey conducted with 100 respondents. 

In many ways, it may reproduce the very techniques of knowledge productions it suggests must 

be viewed more critically. However, conducting and participating in similar survey projects is an 

important entry for an anthropologist. The ethnographic study conducted here has served to 

develop a background report, and generate two distinct but connected questions that deserve 

                                                           
37 See Mandel, Ruth and Caroline Humphrey. Markets and Moralities: Ethnographies of Postsocialism. Berg 
Publishers: 2002. 

38 Corruption in Albania: Perceptions and Experience. IDRA, Tirana: 2008. 

39 Musaraj, Smoki (2013; unpublished paper) “Incongruent Translations 

Conducting Corruption Perception Surveys in Albania.” See also Ledeneva, Alena. “Corruption in Postcommunist 
Societies in Europe: A Re-examination.” Perspectives on European Politics and Society, 10 (1): 69-86. 
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inquiry: 1.) the need to account for activism and civil engagement against corruption and 

understand the terms, political, economic, and cultural, based on which such mobilization occurs; 

2.) state-building processes in Kosovo provide for a unique opportunity to understand how the 

public sphere is transformed by state bureaucracy and international interventions, and what these 

mean for the making of citizenship in Kosovo. 

As was noted in the ANTICORRP project document “a striking tendency of the literature on 

corruption has been the neglecting of anti-corruption movements” (Torsello 2011).40 Our 

proposal is that we must take advantage of some very interesting and important ways in which 

public space and activist networks are linked together in Kosovo in protesting corruption. 

Current ethnographic research confirms that this approach will give us insight that is often 

lacking in other analyses, and give an important entry-point to discern for changes in social order 

and values, particularly definitions of morality and legality within the space of politics and 

economy. 

 

For these purposes a desk review was conducted, a survey of 100 respondents, one focus group 

was held with anti-corruption activists, and participant-observation was carried out in a citizens 

group that organized around claims of corruption in the public Kosovo Electric Company. A 

total of 80 interviews were carried out, consisting of a diverse group of citizens, judges, 

prosecutors, NGOs, think-tanks, doctors, police officers, government agencies and ministries, 

procurement officers in various public institutions, teachers, and international agencies.  

                                                           
40 In addition it was noted that “this shortcoming expresses the true lack of empirical studies on the topic, 

since little attention has been dedicated to investigate how local actors build associations, civic movements 

and new political parties that uses anti-corruption as a leading item in their agenda. Rather than focusing on 

the ideology of anti-corruption per se, this theme concerns ways how alternative forms, more democratic and 

transparent, of political action are envisioned and communicated to the general public, and which strategies 

are used to involve more citizens in these movements.” 
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SURVEY SUMMARY 

 

Envisioned as an ethnography of corruption, the research set out to inquire into the social and 

cultural relations – as well as their ongoing transformation – that shape, enable, alter and 

preclude practices of corruption. The data, as previously noted, was collected through a survey 

carried out with 100 respondents in Prishtina, Kosovo’s capital. In addition, the research entailed 

interviews with citizens, NGO and think-tank workers, representatives of public institutions, one 

focus group, as well as observations at public workshops and roundtable discussions.  

 

The research was partly carried out along the more traditional definition of ethnography as 

participant-observation, and partly as a reflexive perspective on the methodological and 

conceptual categories employed.  The initial argument was that “corruption” is not necessarily 

something we can observe, and therefore the aim has been to begin to unearth and more critically 

understand the social and cultural dynamics that permeate practices of corruption. Therefore, the 

research does not offer any conclusive observations on the relations between socio-cultural 

norms and values with corruption. An important recommendation is that ethnographies of 

corruption must remain suspicious of simple causal correlations made between cultural values, 

corruption, illegality/legality and morality.  

 

The diversity of responses and perspectives on questions and issues discussed with the 

respondents speak to socio-economic differences present in Prishtina as an urban context. Also, 

the intersection between the ongoing transformations in the bureaucratic apparatus (political, 

educational, economic, etc.) and shifting ideological formations (whether considered as state-
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building, transitions, democratization, marketization, etc.) provide a compelling context of 

inquiry into social change and relations of power that permeate practices of corruption. 

 

As it is common practice in studies on corruption, this research also began with an inquiry into 

trust, and particularly trust in institutions. Here, however, the question of trust in institutions is 

discussed along the terms offered by respondents themselves. Specifically, there was no 

predetermination of what ideally constitutes a trustworthy or untrustworthy institution. The 

relevant observation, made by the respondents, was that access to services and interactions with 

representatives of institutions frame people’s definitions of trust as a relationship among actors 

with diverse socio-economic and political resources. Interviews, in particular, showed that 

people build trust in multiple ways and such does not always give an indication of lack or 

presence of corruption.  

 

Respondents reported cases of good services in municipalities, district councils, the police force, 

with health care providers, and in public schools. The same institutions, however, were also 

noted as examples of bad experiences. The almost equal evaluation of municipal services, with 

32 good and 33 bad experiences reported, is an important example. Overall, judgments about 

bureaucracy and experiences with institutions are made through interpretations of past and 

present experiences, as well as changing social status (e.g. social capital that may be leveraged). 

The data collected reflects that influence, often defined as connections, is a relevant category 

through which shifts in socio-economic positions and social capital is harnessed through political 

affiliations, and shapes distribution of rights and responsibilities between citizens and 

institutions. 
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In particular, when quantified, trust was highest with health centers and doctors, with local 

associations, and district councils. Trust in the judiciary and local government was significantly 

low. The latter appears to be in a correlative relationship with problems in the community 

identified by the respondents, as well confirmed in other research reports. Kosovars, overall, 

continue to worry most about unemployment. On the other hand, the respondents here consider 

the state of urban infrastructure to be just as severe, something they consider a direct 

responsibility of local government. While respondents recognize the relevance and influence of 

international actors, systemic economic transformations, and the fragility of new institutions in 

Kosovo overall, their responses also speak of their increased interest to focus on the local level, 

their neighborhoods, daily lives, and the exercise of their rights as citizens. A large majority 

considers that they cannot receive municipal services relying solely on their own resources. 

Therefore, “fuzzy arrangements,” between the ethical and unethical, legal and illegal, are 

maintained.  

 

Lack of a dominant preference for resolving problems can be explained by important ethical 

distinction made by the respondents. Perceived lack of fairness, as well as social and economic 

inequality, were seen as direct contributors to the unsuccessful resolution of a problem. In 

addition, they were almost equally split between those relying on formal and informal channels 

for problem resolution. While connections and gift-giving may be justified in some instances, 

clear lines were drawn in practices that are considered as harmful to social development; these 

include the buying of votes, nepotism in employment practices, using scandals against political 

rivals, gendered discrimination, discrimination on economic grounds, and fraud.  

 

The state continues to be seen as the main potential contributor to the wellbeing of citizens, but 

citizens, non-governmental organizations and activist are seen as just as relevant. In particular, 
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the expectation is that citizens should monitor and conducting checks and balances over the 

government, as well as the private sector.  

 

Civil service, which continues to be one of the largest employment sectors, remains most 

problematic. Public officials are seen as both vulnerable to interference and operate through 

interference, particularly in procurement, employment, and privatization procedures. Therefore, 

the overwhelming majority of respondents indicated that they aim to avoid bureaucracy as much 

as possible. As such, relying on friends and family becomes relevant, but so does disassociation 

from those who committed fraud or corruption. 

 

The majority of respondents declared that it is very important to them to do their best in helping 

the community in which they live. The ability to negotiate various relations and situations, and 

flexibility, may be considered as traits relevant to the respondents of this survey. Individual, 

group, and institutional rights and responsibilities are seen as both stable and dynamic. What 

may be considered as typical “conservative” and “liberal” values do not dominate singularly; this 

is well reflected in the kinds of values and expectations attributed to leadership. High value is 

places on individual autonomy but social order, achieved partly through adherence to select 

traditions, is in what characterizes an ongoing negotiation of political, social and economic 

relations.  

 

This study of corruption has not entailed an analysis of levels of corruption, assessed progress 

made by institution on combating corruption, or created a scale of progress or regress. The aim 

has been to bring corruption to the level of the political and ethical, and not confine it to the 

realm of expert and authoritative knowledge production. Additionally, it has been important to 

show how societies cannot be compartmentalized into categories, such as individualistic or 
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communitarian, or treated as more prone to corruption or rule of law. This for the fact that 

societies and culture are never fixed, and all such categories emerge out of complex systems of 

knowledge production. People live under various constraints and opportunities, and the fault 

lines between those are of greater concern for ethnography.  

 

A striking tendency of the literature on corruption has been the neglecting of anti-corruption 

movements and little attention has been dedicated to investigate how local actors build 

associations, civic movements, and new political projects that use anti-corruption as a leading 

item in their agenda. Rather than focusing on the practices of anti-corruption per se, we may look 

at how alternative forms of political action are envisioned and communicated to various publics, 

and which strategies are used to involve more citizens in these movements.41 As Robertson has 

noted “what in modern times we have been calling corruption is a by-product of the formal rules 

that seek to separate person from the offices they hold.”42 However, complex social, political 

and economic dynamics surrounds issues of access, power, and change that do not permit such a 

dualistic separation.  

 

Europe does not want thieves: ELABORATING CITIZENSHIP AGAINST CORRUPTION 

 

“The political elite, alongside the people who do not hold political 

positions but have immense power to influence political and other 

decisions, are in a way involved in a mass robbery of the country 

and a collective mobbing of the citizens of Kosovo. Corrupt in any 

                                                           
41 Torsello 2011. 

42 Robertson 2010. 
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sense, they have captured every part of the state, including the 

institutions, information mediums, private sector, civil society 

sector and every other field.” Protest participant. 

 

“Now, Facebook, in this case, is having the role of the square. We 

are able to see what we are discontent about and sometimes we are 

able to take it to the street.” Protest participant  

 

In January 2013, just as at the beginning of each month, people throughout Kosovo received 

their electricity bills.  However, that month they found a double, and even triple, increase to their 

usual monthly charges. A number of complaints were logged, and by word of mouth, people 

realized that these were not individual cases. Following brief media attention on the complaints, 

a representative of the Kosovo Energy Cooperation (Korporata Energjetike e Kosovës – KEK) 

made a public announcement and at first attributed the prices to high-energy consumption for the 

holiday season. Some months before, the Kosovo government had initiated a privatization 

process for KEK’s distribution network. Two Turkish conglomerates, Çalik Holding and Limak, 

had became the official holders of the electrical distribution network, now renamed KEDS. Talk 

immediately began to emerge that the private companies looking to make a fast profit had not 

only raised prices but were lying to citizens about the consumption amount. Suspicions of foul-

play were immediate, and one could hear the common explanation that “of course they are 

ripping us off.” With theft and stealing being the main synonyms of corruption in Kosovo, and a 

less then transparent privatization processes that had been accompanied by great opposition, high 
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electricity prices were read as symptoms of a state capture reflecting the collusion of high 

government officials with foreign capital.43 

 

By 7 February, Prishtina’s residents had gathered to protest the rise in prices. Initially, Facebook 

served as the main channel of communication and mobilization.44 However, the large 

participation of a demographic not commonly associated with high use of social media pointed 

(although perhaps erroneously) – middle-aged citizens and pensioners – the absence of usual 

civil society representatives, an evident participation of what may be called a disenfranchised 

urban community, and large numbers of youth, made for a diverse participatory public.  As one 

of the activists noted, “the mobilization of people occurred due to an accumulation of a number 

of factors that made people take to the streets and protest about something they consider basic in 

their everyday lives.”45 The protests could not be associated with any political party or 

government opposition group, nor were they part of a project-based action supported by 

international donors.46  

 

Within the following days media attention swelled and the protesters garnered more support. 

Initially, the protests were organized on a daily basis and would start at noon, with the correct 

expectation that people would make use of their lunch breaks. The first two protests were held on 

7
 
and 8 February, and mainly focused on the high price of the electricity bills. By the end of the 

month, on 25 and 26 February, the protest began to emerge as a request against corruption in 

                                                           
43 In all of sixty structured-interviews conducted theft and stealing were given as examples to the question “Which local 
words are most commonly used to call corruption-related practices?” 

44 Official page: https://www.facebook.com/faturatKEK 

45 Interview by author, 23 October 2014. 

46 Go home! [“Shkoni në shtëpi”], Express, February 26, 2013, available at 
http://www.gazetaexpress.com/?cid=1%2C14%2C104667. 
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KEK.47  The protests gained the attention of a number of state mechanisms and groups, which 

immediately began to take action, and KEK announced the ongoing review of citizens’ 

complaints.48  

 

Up until the 25 February protest, individual citizens, rather than non-governmental organizations 

or political commentators, were seen as the leaders of the protest. However, as it gained more 

support, oppositional political parties and other social movements began to join the masses on 

the street.49 By March, civil society organizations issued a letter of support and began to 

publicly organize and place themselves at the frontline of the protest. 50 Further, in a media 

conference held in front of KEK to announce the upcoming protest, 22 civil society 

organizations joined the action.51 One of the activists noted that until that point the protests had 

been spontaneous and from there on they would be organized. Seb Bytyqi, executive director of 

the Balkan Policy Institute, issued a statement asserting that: “On 13 March we were witness to 

the public birth of citizenship in Kosovo.” However, Governmental officials immediately spotted 

this shift and the Minister of Economic Development took advantage to state: “I have seen in the 

                                                           
47 See UNDP’s Public Pulse, where 54% of respondents perceive that KEK is corrupt, Healthcare providers 52%, Customs 
50%, courts 48%, and so on. Public Pulse Report 5 (Prishtina: UNDP Kosovo, June 2013), p. 16. 

48 Gjukaj: I will not resign [“Gjukaj: Nuk jap dorëheqje”], Zeri.info, March 12, 2013, available at 
http://zeri.info/artikulli/1684/gjukaj-nuk-jap-doreheqje. 

49 Parliament will conduct a debate on electricity bills [“Kuvendi do të debatojë për faturat e KEK-ut”], OraInfo, 
March 4, 2013, available at http://orainfo.com/?FaqeID=2&LajmID=12071. See also Support for the protest 
[“Mbështetje për protestën”], Vetëvendosje movement!, March 5, 2013. 

50 Declaration to show the support for the Protesting Group of Citizens, March 6, 2013. 

51 Everyone against electricity bills and corruption [“Të gjithë kundër faturave të KEK-ut dhe korrupsionit”], 
Kosova Press, available at http://www.kosovapress.com/sq/arkiva/te-gjithe-kunder-faturave-te-kek-ut-dhe-
korrupsionit-video-161641/?old=1.  
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protests people who do not have problems with electricity bills. Those people have had 

intentions to be part of the government.”52  

 

   

Figure 1 and 2: Photos of protests against the high electricity bills. Photo 1: Protesters hold sign: 

“We were afraid if the dark, now we are afraid of the light,” February 26, 2013. Photo by 

Kushtrim Terrnava. 

http://www.gazetaexpress.com/?cid=1%2C14%2C104667. Photo 2: People hold signs: “Europe 

does not want thieves”. March 13, 2013. https://www.facebook.com/faturatKEK 

 

 

During the 28 March 2013 Parliamentary session, MPs approved the request of the Democratic 

League of Kosovo (LDK) to establish a Parliamentary Committee to investigate the issue of the 

                                                           
52 Beqaj thinks that people should protest for personal problems [“Beqaj mendon se duhet të protestohet për 
problem personale”], Indeksonline, March 18, 2013, available at 
http://www.indeksonline.net/?FaqeID=2&LajmID=51555. 
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electricity bills.53 The final citizens’ protest was held on 25 April, showing a shrunk number of 

participants. The Investigative Parliamentary Committee issued its report on 26 July. They 

concluded that technical mistakes were made in the reading and entry of data leading to incorrect 

billing.54 The head of the Committee and MP Muhamet Mustafa, stated that the overall number 

of complaints logged in January 2013 was 3,840, a number similar to that received by KEK in 

September and March 2012. According to him, the January price increase totaled to 93,000 

euros, reflecting the 8.9% increase in prices made in 2012, and was a relatively small amount.55 

Moreover, because KEDS had replaced a significant number of electricity meters the expenses 

had been carried over to the consumer. Former Minister of Economic Development, Besim 

Beqaj, reiterated that no laws were broken. A KEK surplus of 17.9 million euros, according to 

the Energy Regulatory Office, had initially been transferred to the privatized KEDS network. 

According to the then Minister of Economic Development, that amount would be given back to 

the consumer, by either bringing the bills down or by maintaining current prices.  

 

Following the release and approval of the Committee’s report in Parliament, the protests 

dispersed. Think tanks and NGOs, having developed a more sophisticated discourse and practice 

to identify corruption, with many members having at one point run for office, became “a 

disadvantage to the citizens’ protest.”  However, it was not their presence as much as that of 

activists of oppositional political parties that aggravated many protestors.  Not wishing to 

identify with any political party, but rather “an on the ground concern,” as one protestor noted, 

critiques and complaints were being logged against the system as a whole. One of the more vocal 

                                                           
53 Investigative Parliamentary Committee on electricity bills [“Komision hetimor parlamentar për faturat e KEK-
ut”], Telegrafi, March 28, 2013, available at http://www.telegrafi.com/lajme/komision-hetimor-parlamentar-
per-faturat-e-kek-ut-2-30507.html. 

54 What did the Parliamentary Committee find out about electricity bills [“Cfarë zbuloi Komisioni Parlamentar rreth faturave 
të KEK-ut”], Koha.net, July 26, 2013, available at http://koha.net/?page=1,3,153590. 

55 KEK gives away 18 million euros to KEDS [“KEK-u ia fali KEDS-it rreth 18 milion euro “], Kosovapress.com, July 19, 2013, 
available at http://www.kosovapress.com/sq/arkiva/kek-u-ia-fali-keds-it-rreth-18-milion-euro-video-
168888/?old=1#sthash.qvGecabc.dpuf 
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activists of the protest sums it up as follows: “The people that I saw and that I see protest have 

the following discourse: we built this company with our own sweat and now they are selling it 

cheaply. I don’t think the initial idea was something like let’s build Ramiz Sadiku, KEK or 

PTK…or these other icons of Kosovo’ [socially owned enterprises]…it was about a feeling of a 

joint ownership…When we hear that KEK distribution was sold for 26 million while just the 

cables are worth 29 million it was clear that there was huge corruption.”56 

 

For the activists, the relevance of holding the system accountable was deeply tied to the creation 

of a broader public space for political engagement. In her analysis of protest politics against the 

privatization of higher education institutions in the Indian state of Kerala, Lukose has argued that  

“what is most at stake in debates about privatization are competing notions of the public and 

meanings of citizenship…[particularly] how discourses of consumption work to reconfigure 

politics, citizenship, and democracy.”57 Claims made on the state, on the one hand, from those 

who herald privatization and the opening of market economies, and on the other, those who 

lament the withdrawal of the state from social services and protection, particularly the selling of 

its assets, do not constitute the spectrum of political options sought by citizens. Unlike the 

division between the civic public, which Lukose describes, rooted in the logic of consumption, 

and the political public associated with revolutionary or independence projects, the public 

mobilization against the rise of electricity prices and perceived corruption in KEK, was about 

uncovering theft in a company and government as much about creating claims to citizenship. As 

Pardo has argued, corruption can be seen as reflection and challenge to state legitimacy and 

citizenship.58 These instances, through processes of marketization and privatization, become 

                                                           
56 Focus group 

57 507  

58 Pardo, Italo. Introduction. In Corruption, Morality and the Law: Corruption, Anthropology, and Comparative Society, ed. 
Pardo, Italo. Aldershot: Ashagte, 1 -18 
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implicated in emerging class differences and in new economic rearrangements that, in turn, result 

in both restrictions and civic engagement.   

 

The Kosovar state, having emerged out of political public engagement, now lays claim to the 

need for order against the disruptions caused by citizens’ protest.  On the other hand, civil 

society discourse lays claim to the need for order against state capture of former socially and 

publically owned enterprise and require an “open market economy” not political party control. 

The citizens’ protest against KEK elaborated a mixed belief in the possibility of markets to work 

fairly and the state to provide social protection. As one of the activists of the protests noted 

”KEK maybe was the case that affected them [people] the most, and there was a slight difference 

because it was not initiated by a particular group, that is, you could not call it civil society or 

political party. It was something spontaneous, and I think that left an impression on people that 

they can come out themselves and do something about it.”59  

 

Nuijten and Anders have argued that “corruption cannot be reduced to the violation of a moral or 

a legal rule,” it rather points to the distinctions being made between state and society, and 

relations between public and private spheres.60 While public humiliation, and not the 

expectation of legal charges, may have created some pressure, as some activists argued, such an 

expectation is contradicted by a common justification “if you are capable to steal from the state 

somehow that means you are capable, but you should not steal from the people.”61 Therefore, 

violations of a moral order seem to present less of a challenge to corruption. A visible case in 

point was when KLAN Kosova, a major TV network, included on a panel of experts, with 

                                                           
59 Focus group discussion, DATE. 

60 17 

61 Interview 17 
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political analysts on elections, the former Permanent Secretary of the Ministry of Health, Ilir 

Tolaj, otherwise charged for 18 months in prison for criminal offences of enticement of public 

document fraud and tax evasion. 

 

Lack of available mechanisms to make corporations and private business accountable, a network 

of powerful politicians who reap the benefits, and politicized courts and judiciary, contribute to 

an environment where the continuities between corruption and the law, between national and 

international bodies, both state and private, produce a web of dependencies most are fraught to 

understand. As one activist remarked “This whole thing reminds me of that anecdote about the 

donkey being eaten by the wolf. The whole time the donkey kept thinking to himself, I must be 

dreaming.” 

 

ANALYSIS OF THE INTERVIEWS 

Forms of corruption practices 

 

Question: What are the most common forms of corruption? 

 

The overwhelming majority of interviewees agreed that corruption in Kosovo is a result of abuse 

of official office and the subsequent misuse of public funds, particularly since one third of the 

Kosovo budget is spend through procurement. The common understanding is that enabling 

practices have been put in place that lead to manipulation of state assets, predominately 

including the use of official positions to mediate payments and acquisition public goods, 

intervene and rig procurement processes. All of these forms of corruption, the interviewees 

understood to be a direct result of political pressures, what they called political bribes (mito 
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politike). Examples offered included reference to a customary percentage skimmed in 

infrastructural projects, where not only procurement officers but also politicians, especially, 

receive payment. Therefore, bribes and payments, which may or may not include direct and 

immediate financial gain, permeating all levels of government are seen as most frequent forms of 

corruption. Overall, this “political corruption” is considered as a failure of the public sector, 

which while serving narrow interests, it is not placed in the interest of the public.  

 

Other dominant forms of corruption, according to the interviewees, involve the judiciary 

including delay and hindrance of procedures, as well as intimidation of prosecutors and judges. 

Also, rewards in the form of employment as exchange for services and good is noted to be 

commonplace.  Those who hold decision-making positions are listed as most likely to initiate 

and participate in corruption. Judges and prosecutors are also noted as carriers of corruption. 

Other corrupt practices include payment for services in hospitals, schools, courts, police, 

customs, and other institutions, that bypass laws and regulation. Interviewees noted that 

corruption does not only refer to exchange of money but also giving and receiving favors, they 

manner in which public funds are spend (use of official cars and fuel, payment for lunches and 

dinners, telephone expenses, and other services for personal needs). 

 

 

Question: Which of these forms are perceived as more costly to society and why? 

 

According to a municipal worker in Prishtina “there is no healthy or less costly form of 

corruption.” The interviewees predominately agreed and noted that all forms of corruption are 

“wrong” and “bad,” but those that directly affect public finance and resources, those that involve 
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abuse of procurement through public funds, and involve civil servants and state employees, were 

most damaging.  As most explained, the distinction between giving out favors, spending public 

funds on dinners, etc. can entail smaller amounts of money in comparison to the sums involved 

in public projects. However, the cost of corruption is not perceived only as financial, rather 

social and systemic. As one journalist noted: ”all forms of corruption have consequences. From 

receiving or giving bribes for a simple service up to abuse of millions in state budgets and public 

assets. It is all connected and creates a whole chain.” A prominent civil society activist 

elaborated that while the more usual forms of corruption, such as petty bribes and use of 

connections, may be labeled as “a culture of corruption, and can be seen as a general problem of 

society, political corruption directly affects the inability of asset management and prevents 

spending in the interest of the public.” Some also noted that the former could be changed more 

easily than the latter, indicating perceived disempowerment and inability to affect change in state 

institutions. 

 

Two competing readings of the relations between social norms and political systems also 

emerged. On the one hand, there is the understanding that there is a distinction between a general 

culture, and social practice, and the “endemic problems” of a political system; on the other, 

interviewees reported that all forms of corruption are costly because they create a system of 

social values that make both society and administration dependent on corruption, nepotism and 

favoritism.  

 

Question: Which types of practices are not seen as corruption whereas they potentially 

could be (gifts, facilitation payments, hosting and providing food, other services…)? 
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Question: Which local words are most commonly used to call corruption-related practices? 

 

While the dominant terms used to refer to corruption are stealing and theft, and at times are 

referred to as power grabbing, embezzlement, and protection payment (tribute), there is 

indecisiveness on whether to consider gift giving, etc. as practices of corruption, although they 

are considered as potentially corruptive.   

 

The direct connection between theft, gain, and political power in common understandings of 

corruption make all listed practices equally condemnatory, therefore, one interviewee responded 

by saying that “every recompense on behalf of a completed service/work done is a corruptive act, 

and even more so in cases where the work officially completed is paid by taxpayer money.” 

While many see these as practices of corruption only to some extent, the difficulty of providing a 

clear definition to either presented a problem. Some suggested that these examples are better 

treated as examples of “conflict of interest” and are not to be necessarily equated with 

corruption, but most agreed that these are the underlying enablers of nepotism. There is a general 

recognition that the law permits receipt of gifts up to a certain monetary value, and that these 

would have to be reported. The gray area they create, however, is a product of multiple legal and 

moral obligations and rights.  

 

Many interviewees claim that it is a common and normal practice to have decision-making take 

place during lunches and dinners, particularly in the private sector. A relevant distinction is made 

with such practice in the public sector. One judge, in particular, spoke about facilitation of 

payments and potential misunderstanding of sociability between a lawyer and a judge:  
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“When a citizen sees you, a lawyer and a judge having lunch together 

automatically their trust in you declines. Now, it is possible that in 95% of 

cases the lawyer does not give money to the judge, they might be university 

friends or they might be relatives, but it is important to be careful with how 

you might appear to the public. Or, in the other case, you might bring me a 

gift for a service I completed for you, or invite me for a dinner as a sign of 

gratitude, to say thank you. Do we consider this corruption? I think that it 

depends, and it depends on the kind of service performed. For example, if I 

helped you get some documents done in two days instead of letting you wait 

for ten, but all your documents were in order. Everything was legal. You may 

want to invite me out for dinner. This has to do with our cultural tradition, it is 

honorable. But, if the documents were not in order and you complete a service 

for someone, and they give you a gift, pay for a dinner, then that person has 

done something that is not allowed and is abuse of an official post.  In our 

court, for example, because of these things, we are very careful and most 

judges eat their breakfast and lunches in the office and do not go out. A key to 

being a judge is high moral integrity in the place where you live.” 

 

The judge’s explanation resonates almost entirely with those offered by the other interviewees. 

The requirements of friendship and those of general sociability and reciprocity might collide 

with legal norms but are not direct violations and thus require special vigilance. This 

disciplining, such as eating lunch in the office as not to be perceived as violating legal norms, 

creates pressure on expectations of sociability and cultural belonging. Moral expectations, 

sanctions, and values also serve to reinforce the primacy of legality – documents may be 

expedited with or without an expectation of a return of favor, but only insofar as they remain 

within the bounds of legality. 
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TARGETS OF CORRUPTION PRACTICES 

 

Question: Which sectors/fields are believed to be more exposed to corruption? 

 

The overwhelming majority of people interviewed identified courts and public institutions as 

most exposed to corruption. Most also stated that they are unable to identify sectors where there 

is no corruption, although more than half do claim to have noticed improvement. Public 

institutions are highlighted, specifically financial offices and those sectors that deal with 

procurement, as well as middle and upper levels of management that can affect employment 

practices and tenders. The specific list of sectors includes courts, prosecutors, health care and 

hospitals, infrastructural projects, capital investments, privatization, urban-building directorates 

and inspectors, customs, police, and public administration. 

 

One expert on corruption considers that a dysfunctional judiciary is “just on derivate of other 

corrupt institutions. We cannot expect to have a functioning and clean judiciary when we 

constantly conclude that we have a corrupt government and assemblies. All three branches of 

power are interdependent.” A municipal worker, referencing to local and international reports on 

corruption, also reiterated by stating: “who do you think would declare a war against 

themselves?” Overall lack of financial transparency, unclear mandates of institutions and 

agencies, and political patronage, are listed as contributing factors to the most financially and 

socially costly practices of corruption. 
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Question: In which sectors there have been improvements in recent times? 

As noted previously about half of those interviewed think that improvements have not taken 

place. For most, the declared fight against corruption is only “empty rhetoric.” Most will also 

declare that there are no honest attempts to bring down corruption. There is evidence, 

according to the interviewees, that there is improvement in the investigation of cases but that 

these are mainly relegated to “smaller cases” where smaller amounts of money and less 

complex cases are involved. According to one interviewee, “it is possible to notice 

improvement in the tax administration, mainly at the primary and secondary levels. These 

have to do with tax collection at the operational level, and low-lever tax officers. However, 

paradoxically in Kosovo, unlike most cases where it is the officer in the field that takes bribes, 

when it comes to the management level there are serious problems.” There is the claim that 

high profile cases are not adjudicated, and when they are, judges, prosecutors and witnesses 

can be pressured and corrupted. Again, as was noted previously, the decision-making level 

emerges as the structuring factor of corruption, with very little noticeable improvement. 

Improvements were reported in local administration and public services, including more 

transparency, the introduction of electronic services, public participation (including citizens, 

media, NGOs) in hiring review session for employees in education, the advancement of new 

cadres in the judiciary, increased oversight of public spending. Only two respondents 

mentioned that there is improvement in private business and attributed this to competition in 

the market: “businesses realize that they have to work hard if they want to survive.” 

Specifically, interviewees reported improvement within their own sectors. The doctors that 

were interviewed claimed that the prosecution of a number of cases in the health sectors point 

to an improvement. However, many do state that prosecution of cases does not lead to direct 

improvement. Judges and prosecutors, as well as public administrators, note that many 

improvements have taken place but are not as evident to all. An example in point was the 

2011 review of judges and prosecutors where only 50% of those who previously held a 

position were hired. The police service is overall considered less corrupt and having 
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undergone improvement, but here also, there is a distinction between the levels at which 

corruption occurs.   

 

Question: What caused these forms of improvement? 

 

 

Overall, civil society, increased awareness within the judiciary and among citizens, increased 

reporting of cases, the political opposition, media, strengthening of prevention mechanisms, 

youth and students, are listed as major contributors to improvement. Most credit is attributed to 

citizens who are seen as the carriers of change, particularly their unwillingness to participate in 

corruption and increased levels of reporting. Improvements in legislation are also noted. There is 

also the conviction that turnover in institutions, where younger and more highly qualified and 

educated personnel are employed, have affected the overall culture in the workplace and have 

prevented corruption. 

 

In addition to causes attributed to social and institutional change from within, interviewees 

consider international actors as relevant contributors as well. A number on interviewees associate 

improvements with the European Union Rule of Law Mission in Kosovo – EULEX.  While 

many argue that much has not changed “to the benefit of the people,” fear of arrests and cases 

headed by EULEX are attributed significant weight. Processes associated with EU integration, 

specifically visa liberalization and the Kosovo feasibility study, the push for more data collection 

and reporting on the part of institutions, are also considered relevant causes of change.  

 

 



 

 

117 
 
 

 

 

Question: In which sectors would a better legislation/normative solution be of help? 

 

There is an overall opinion that legislative reforms have created a satisfactory set of laws and 

mechanisms for fighting corruption. As is often noted in Kosovo, regardless of the issues 

concerned, implementation of laws remains the dominant explanation for lack of desired 

progress in any field. There has also been an incredibly fast pace at which new laws have been 

promulgated, partly due to requirements made by international bodies in Kosovo, lack of 

coordination and harmonization between different pieces or legislation, often lack of budgetary 

commitments and planning, as well as “overly ambitious legislative projects that do not speak to 

the concerns and possibilities on the ground,” as many interviewee stated. 

 

While the majority consider implementation and not the legislation itself needing solutions, those 

with more experience in monitoring corruption claim that current laws are week, that there is 

inadequate separation of competencies among institutions, and that the proliferation of 

institutions and bodies, such as the Anti Corruption Task Force, Anti Corruption Agency, Special 

Prosecutor, various local centers, have contributed to a hazy environment as far as accountability 

of these institutions in concerned. Various pieces of legislation are considered to stand in 

contrast one with the other and recommendations are made for more harmonization if not 

amendment.  

The need for increased transparency is considered by most interviewees to require additional 

legal mechanisms. This would include requirements to publicize spending on the part of public 

institutions, but also information on the beneficiaries of said contracts. In addition, courts are 

expected to create better communication with the public. Specifically, institutional capacity 

building is considered a key to creating functioning courts and rule of law, including the 

introduction of more preventative and not only repressive measures. Factors noted contributing 
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to corruption in the judiciary include the backlog in cases and small number of prosecutors, but 

more specifically delays, and absence, of implementing legal measures.  A number of 

interviewees noted that the fight against corruption might be centralized to a responsible agency, 

specifically strengthening the Anti Corruption Agency, and making it more independent. Others 

consider that an amendment to the Law on the Special Prosecution of Kosovo should make 

fighting corruption their primary mandate, inclusive of equipping it with double of its current 

human and budgetary resources. 

Legislation on the confiscation of assets is seen as particularly relevant, otherwise, as one 

interviewee noted: “you may send a person to prison for a year or two but when he comes out 

his millions are still waiting for him. There is no real deterrent.” In the health-care sector, the 

introduction of a public health insurance scheme is also seen as necessary. Most responses 

suggested the need to re-draft legislation pertaining to the judiciary, specifically prosecution, 

public administration, the police, and particularly that which would more clearly define 

conflicts of interests. Overall, concern was voiced over unequal sentencing and charges: “The 

law should be implemented equally to all.”  

 

Question: Is corruption also beneficial to poorer people? How? 

  

 

None of the interviewees believe that corruption is beneficial to poorer people. Furthermore, they 

state that it is the poor who suffer the most from corrupt institutions – public services and goods 

do not make it to them, they have no legal recourse for infringements of their rights, and their 

circumstances are a direct result of corruption in higher levels of government. Lacking the 

necessary economic resources, and disenfranchised in multiple ways, the poor according to the 
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interviewees have no means to benefit from corruption.62 Holding the conviction that corruption 

damages the poor the most, the interviewees do not recognize other kinds of resources that some 

poorer segments of society might have available. For example, many doctors may waive fees in 

their private clinics. One doctor claimed to waive anything between 300 to 400 euros per month, 

often for colleagues and acquaintances (family members often receive these services for free), 

but mostly for people who have no means of paying. 

 

However, one prosecutor offered an important example. A father whose son was awaiting 

surgery at a public hospital was asked to pay the doctor the amount of 500 euros. The father 

sought to find the money among family and friends but was not able to secure the amount. 

According to the prosecutor, when pushed against the wall, the father saw no other option but to 

notify the police and the case went to court. If he had found the money, according to the 

prosecutor, the father would have never reported the case, which is most common practice. The 

doctor was charged with two months in prison. In another case, a doctor was charged with three 

months and lost his work license but because he offered to purchase equipment for the patients 

that the hospital otherwise did not have in stock. Generally, the lack of medication and 

equipment in hospitals is considered to be a direct result of corrupt procurement procedures.  

 

People generally fail to report corruption and participate themselves, however those in most 

precarious positions do not see themselves as entirely disenfranchised.  However, at this point it 

                                                           
62 Shapiro-Anjaria, in his study of he calls the “micropractices” of illicit dealings between hawkers and low-level 

state functionaries in Mumbai, India, shows that “the state is experienced…as a locus for the negotiation and 

legitimation of spatial claims.”62 These negotiations, he claims, shape the practices of citizenship and politics in 

the city. For Anjaria, corruption in this context is a “field of negotiation,” where illicit hawkers and low-level 

municipal workers, jointly alienated from new consumer spectacle, share and inhabit an interconnected world. It 

shows that marginalized segments of society secure claims and “combat their invisibility.” 69.  
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is not possible to identify a trend among socio-economic classes. The cases above also point to 

lack of consistency in adjudication. It is not clear how one doctor who receives payment while 

using the resources of a public institution (hospital) is given a more lenient sentence, while the 

one who was aiming to make up for the flaws in the system is more severely punished.  

 

 

CULTURAL AND SOCIAL NORMS 

Questions: 

Do you think that persistence of corruption has a cultural explanation? 

What cultural and social norms are responsible for the permanence of corruption? 

What could be changed in terms of social values to foster integrity? 

Which world countries are seen by local people as examples of lack of corruption? Why? 

 

 

Predominantly the interviewees did not agree that culture is an explanation for corruption. For 

the most part, they consider culture a reflection of a whole group, and could not to commit to this 

explanation. I was told that: “there is nothing about being Albanian or German or Swedish that 

makes you more corrupt, or less corrupt. If the law is not applied in Germany they would also be 

corrupt.” The association of cultural and social norms with national belonging and traits makes it 

impossible for most to treat them as causes of unwanted and undesirable practice.  Here the 

explanation given is that: “That is not culture. A cultured person, someone with principles, 

would not commit such things.” A case in point was given by a middle-ages police officer, and is 

treated as a common fact in public discussion: “Now it used to be that during my father’s 
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generation, in villages and in towns, when someone was corrupt they would be made to feel 

ashamed. They would have to leave that place and go somewhere else to live. Nowadays, people 

are not condemned in that way.“ In this explanation, people have “lost culture” or “don’t have 

culture.”  At the same time, the condemnation of kin, coworkers, and a wider social group no 

longer appears to provide a deterrent. Therefore, common understanding of social pressures and 

expectations as underlying causes of corruption, or a moral system, appear to have undergone 

significant transformations. 

 

These relations and mechanisms are not necessarily understood as something that reflect or 

produce cultural and social norms and values.  Most place the responsibility on the judiciary and 

the law, however they do claim that upbringing and education are the main vehicles that can 

change such behavior. One lawyer and researcher was particularly troubled by the question and 

insisted that the “lack of a functional system and a functioning state is the cause. These kinds 

[cultural] of explanations, which aim to connect corruption to culture, are racist.” A general 

disagreement with treating culture as a cause was strongly expressed in almost all interviews. 

Accordingly, culture may explain certain particulars but cannot be seen as the cause. Many 

answers treat culture as a product of specific economic and political arrangements and 

circumstances. In their view, culture is something that changes and as one analyst noted, “if you 

say a culture of corruption exists in Kosovo, you have to understand what has created this. But if 

you think that culture always stays the same, that there is an underlying character to a group, this 

is a problem.”  

 

Therefore, an analysis of answers given to these questions requires a discussion of the definitions 

attributed to concepts of culture and society. Almost half of those interviewed consider culture to 

signify awareness and conscientiousness; the meaning attributed here is one of “being cultured.” 

In this regard social and cultural norms are considered the moral and legal obligations of 
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citizenship, what is called “awareness,” and come to denote professionalism, a work ethic, 

adherence to meritocracy, obedience to the law, and at times shame, as listed in the interviews. 

On the other hand, there are those that view culture along a more traditional, and equally 

problematic, anthropological definition of culture, as that set of beliefs, values, and norms a 

person has (sic) as a member of a particular group. However, such a definition is met by a 

caveat. One public servant noted that there is a general “misunderstanding of customs and norms 

in Albanian culture, for example, loyalty in the workplace and especially the boss. Some people 

think this is a cultural thing, like respect for the elderly and the person in power. That person is 

only doing their job. You have to be loyal to the description of your duties and not the person, 

the boss of a high official.” 

 

The separation between the office and the person explained in the answer above was echoed in 

many of the answers collected. A sociologist explained: “having the legal system in mind, and 

the intersection of cultural and traditional factors, and the fact that we come from a totalitarian 

system, it is clear that systems that require agency and responsibility, as well as cooperation, do 

not work well.” Here the idea is that individual agency but also cooperation for a general good 

are missing as values and necessary to eliminate the permanence of corruption. Others reiterated 

that nepotism, favoritism for family and friends, all of which damage “the state budget,” have 

cultural explanations but can be eliminated if the law is applied equally to all. One interviewee’s 

response resonated with many “These things happen among a people without a long tradition of 

state institutions.” Others would not frame it thusly and noted that: “the specific experience with 

state institutions in the past, a short period of self-governance, and a repressive and abusive 

government, created resistance to the state. Also, during the 1990s you had to bribe police, 

courts, doctors, every, and all institutions. These things have been carried over.”  
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Conclusion 

Most assumed the question to signify “Balkan culture” and refused this explanation. “You can go 

to any country in the world and corruption is called corruption. There might be some difference, 

historical, and having to do with the state. People also used to think that officials know what they 

are doing and left them alone, but now people are asking for more accountability. There was 

always corruption but the difference is that in a democracy you ask for accountability.” In this 

view, the state is not considered as a site through which cultural practices and norms are formed 

and constituted. This explanation refers to what the sociologist called agency and what most of 

the other interviewees considered responsibilities of citizenship. A case in point was a ministry 

employee who gave the following example: “Take for example my sister. She lives in Berlin. 

There she spends one hour looking for a parking place but when she comes to Kosovo she parks 

wherever she finds a space, without looking if it is allowed or not. Many of those that lived 

abroad do the same, for example paying for documents, etc.” According to him, lack of rule of 

law is what permits people to think that what is permitted in Kosovo is not permitted in 

Germany.   

 

What most refer to as “transition” and a dire economic situation is also given as an explanation 

of “what some might call a culture of corruption,” according to a CSO worker. An apparent lack 

of will on the part of institutions mandated to fight corruption, lack of employment and economic 

opportunities, historical factors, including young state institutions and experiences with an 

authoritarian and violent state in the past, are seen contributors to corruption on the social level.  

 

In addition to the relevance placed on citizens and anti-corruption initiatives, as discussed above, 

media are seen as very relevant to the necessary reporting, uncovering and investigation of 

corruption. Interviewees consider that higher professional journalistic ethics are still wanting, the 
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need to avoid sensationalism and show care for people’s reputations, and especially further 

independence of media from political parties and businesses. The latter are seen as direct 

impediments to free media.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This contribution will explore legal norms and cultural values that underpin corruptive practices 

in the Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) public employment system.  

It will outline the institutional and legal framework that enables representatives of ruling parties 

to control employment and income resources and to assign them for their personal (direct or 

indirect) gain.  

Furthermore, drawing from interviews and focus groups with civil servants of two municipalities 

located in Sarajevo and East Sarajevo, it will show how mistrust in impartial and impersonal 

recruitment mechanisms in the public sector questions the efficacy of the State as a super partes 

institution able to assure the public good. 

In a system where legal provisions subordinate employment to discretional decision of the 

political functionaries, employment strategies appear as a self-entrepreneurship project aimed at 

activating a relation of trust with members of the ruling party. These strategies negotiate between 

subjective and objective selection criteria, public good and private interest. 

Debating with my interlocutors their official, unofficial and even illegal employment strategies, 

this contribution will try to point out emic perspective and terminology about corruptive 

practices often grounded in an ambiguous moral evaluation when they are used to find a ‘secure’ 

job in the public institutions. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Results of a survey about ‘Institutional performance and social values’ carried out within WP4 in 

the ANTICORRP project clearly showed that respondents in Bosnia and Herzegovina considered 

corruption and unemployment as the most serious problems in their community.
63

  

‘Giving jobs to friends or relatives instead of people who deserve them’ has been indicated by 

93% of respondents as a practice against the public good. 

A widespread belief among my interlocutors was that the efficacy of the institution in resolving 

citizens' everyday problems such as unemployment is strictly linked to the personal or political 

relations that representatives of those institutions have with the ruling party. 

For this reason one respondent suggested that in BiH we are not dealing with ‘political 

corruption’ but rather with ‘party corruption’ (partijska korupcija). She explained that this kind 

of corruption is able to penetrate into the smallest fragment of institutional life as long as 

different political parties strive to ‘capture’ institutions from the local to the State level and to 

use public resources available with wide discretion.  

Survey results showed also how these beliefs undermined citizens’ trust in public institutions to 

the extent that the definition of public officers did not always match with that of ‘person who 

works for the public good’. More usually, distinctions have been made between people who are 

hired in institutions for their competence and those put there by the party, which do not act for 

the common good. 

One of the scopes of this publication is to show that this kind of assumption has become central 

in BiH public discourse about corruption. In magazines, newspapers, and TV political talk 

shows, and in social networks, party corruption in public employment has taken over the place of 

the post-war discourses about the ethnic discrimination in the public institutions. Pro forma 
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public examinations, affiliations to the ruling party or paying bribes in order to get employed or 

not fired are considered a ‘public secret’ (‘javna tajna’) by common citizens, media, and NGOs, 

activists, international organisations and even representatives of the institutions.  

Having this context as a background, this contribution will illustrate the legal framework and 

cultural values that underpin corruptive practices in the public employment system. Drawing 

from the theoretical approach formulated by Italo Pardo, the article will search both for legalised 

mechanisms of party corruption in the employment system and for socially constructed concepts 

of corruption and legality in employment strategies.
64

 

The topic will be explored from the particular perspective of the civil servants in two 

municipalities located in Sarajevo and East Sarajevo.  

Within the reformed public employment procedure sponsored by EU in BiH, civil servants 

should represent the de-politicisation of public institutions and act as a turning point in the fight 

against corruption in the public employment system. In the political science perspective, in fact, 

authority deriving from the professionalism that should mark civil servants, is considered able to 

foster the transition to a neutral and trustworthy state. This is thus of central importance in post-

socialist state building.
65

 

Nonetheless, as Dieter Haller and Chris Shore have underlined in an anthropological perspective, 

corruptive practices are not exclusively a product of the past over-regulated and politicised state 

but also of the current deregulated states.
66
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Katherine Verdery illustrated in the Romanian case that morally and legally debatable self-

entrepreneurial strategies could arise in the gaps left open by the passing of the old system and a 

not yet well-regulated new one.
67

 

For all the civil servants, interlocutors in this research, post-socialist and post-war 

transformation, together with the global financial crisis, marked a discontinuity and uncertainty 

both in employment procedure and experiences.  

This contribution will document their experience with the new selection procedure in public 

employment that legalised the decisional discretion of the ruling parties’ representatives in the 

municipality. Afterwards it will explore self-entrepreneurial strategies that try to negotiate 

between old and new employment systems and to exploit the intersection between objective and 

subjective elements in the selection procedure in order to establish a privileged relation of trust 

with people who have decisional power. As Davide Torsello’s studies about trust have shown, 

fiduciary dynamics are always constructed on both subjective and objective levels.
68

 

Furthermore, as he explains, ‘trust is constructed at three levels: it has a rational (instrumental) 

scope, a moral and emotional one’.
69

  

Debating with my interlocutors their official, unofficial and even illegal employment strategies, 

this contribution will try to point out emic perspective and terminology about corruptive 

practices often grounded in an ambiguous moral evaluation when they are activated to find a 

‘secure’ job in the public institutions. 

 

 

 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  

This paper presents results from research activity carried out within the project ANTICORRP 

and within the WP4 dedicated to the ‘ethnographic study of corruption practices’. 
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The ethnographic approach that marks all contributions to this WP, informed the present study of 

corruption in BiH that entailed four months of fieldwork in 2014 (March–April, September–

November). 

The second period of fieldwork has been scheduled according to the date of political election that 

took place in BiH on the 12
th

 October 2014. The main aim has been to analyse public discourse 

about corruption in the employment system during and after the vote, that very often becomes an 

ideal setting for employment strategies and promises in return for votes or money.  

The public discourse about corruption and anti-corruption in the employment system has been 

analysed through the local media (newspapers, magazines, TV talk shows, social networks). It 

has also been explored through interviews with representatives of the local anti-corruption non-

governmental organisations: Transparency International BiH, ACCOUNT – Antikorupcijska 

Mreža (Anticorruption Network), CIN – Centar za istraživačko novinarstvo (Centre for 

Investigative Reporting), CCI – Centar civilnih Inicijativa (Centre for Civil Initiatives).
70

 

Besides documents and reports made available by representatives of non-governmental 

institutions, research activity has also been aimed at collecting policy papers and legal 

documents about the system of public employment and its reform urged by international 

institutions like the EU.  

To this purpose, interviews with representatives of the Federal Civil Service Agency (Fbih 

Agencija za državnu službu) responsible for the procedural aspect of selection and employment 

of public officers in the public administration of the Federation of BiH have been very relevant.
71

 

Relevant as well have been the interviews with the directors of the public administration office 

(Javna Uprava) in two municipalities, one in the FBiH and one in the RS municipalities. Both 

were responsible for the selection of new employees in accordance with the procedure defined by 

the law. 
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These 10 interviews have also been useful to highlight controversial issues about the corruption 

and anti-corruption laws and about their implementation in BiH. 

Notwithstanding this, the core of this contribution lays in the ethnographic data coming from 

interviews of civil servants working in municipalities. The choice of civil servants in the lowest 

level of public administration is often neglected by the NGOs, which are often committed to 

report corruption at the higher administration level. The explanation I got from one local NGO is 

that their mission is to draw the attention of citizens to the misuse of public funds that can affect 

the whole national territory and not only a small local community. 

In the ethnographic approach adopted by this work, municipalities acquired a central role. The 

result of the survey carried out in the first part of the fieldwork, clearly showed how the citizens 

perceive municipality as the nearest level of institutions both geographically and emotionally. 

Municipality is part of the territorial identification of the surveyed citizens and the frequent 

contact with municipal officers, charged with solving the citizens' ordinary problems, creates a 

sort of privileged relationship that can easily create expectation of cronyism, nepotism or 

practices of ‘petty corruption’.
72

 

In-depth individual interviews have thus been carried out with 30 civil servants (17 female and 

13 male) working in municipalities of Sarajevo and East Sarajevo.
73

 In addition, a final focus 

group was organised with five interlocutors in both the municipalities.  

In order to guarantee the anonymity of the respondents, I will not report the name either of the 

municipality, or of the respondents. Municipality in Sarajevo will be referred to as MS and 

Municipality in East Sarajevo will be referred to as MES throughout the text. Respondents will 

be identified using their first name.  

In MS and MES respondents were selected by the director of the public administration 

department who tried to match my indications about the general characteristics my interlocutors 
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should present in terms of gender, level of education and age. They also provided me with 

statistical data about the employment situation in their municipality.  

All of the interlocutors were civil servants (Državni službenici), that in the national law implies 

that they hold a university degree. Only two respondents in the MES were not civil servants but 

they were doing an internship at the municipality with the hope to be employed there in the near 

future. 

The choice of civil servants has been determined by their involvement in the process of reform of 

the public employment system that does not involve employees with a high school degree 

(namještenike). 

The participants in the interview and in focus groups were of different ages in order to compare 

different experiences with the public employment system in different contexts (during socialism, 

during the war, immediately after the war and today). Ethnic identity of the respondents was not 

a prerequisite in the selection of the respondent, nor was it considered a sensitive issue by my 

interlocutors, who preferred to highlight their professional identity. Although ethnic identify was 

left as an implicit element in our discussion, it was not difficult to understand that the civil 

servants mirrored the ethnic composition of the population living in the territory of the 

municipality. People of several ethnic identities were present in the MS and people exclusively 

of Serb identity were present in the MES. 

Contents of the interviews focused on the employment systems and individual experiences, 

opinions and strategies. 

Focus groups were aimed at highlighting common or controversial perspectives emerging from 

individual interviews and at asking for participants’ thoughts, additional comments and 

clarifications. Both interviews and focus groups had been carried out in the local language and 

this has helped in isolating local terminology that carries emic perspective on what we call 

corruptive practices. Fieldwork has been carried out in the two cities of Sarajevo and in East 

Sarajevo area (hereinafter Sarajevo area). Research activity has not been limited or determined 

by ethnic differences that are supposed to distinguish the two cities divided by the IEBL 

(Interentity boundary line). This approach has been particularly useful to highlight a corruptive 
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system in public employment that goes beyond the ethnic issue. It has been relevant as well for 

highlighting other variables able to promote or obstruct a corruptive employment system.  

 

 

A ‘PUBLIC SECRET’: PUBLIC DISCOURSE ABOUT CORRUPTION AND 

EMPLOYMENT 

Quantitative analysis in Bosnia and Herzegovina highlights that the level of corruption perceived 

by the population has grown in 2014.
74

 Furthermore, recent surveys show the perception of 

political parties as the most corrupt subjects in the public administration.
75

 

Political analysts and anti-corruption activists converge in assessing the presence of a systematic 

corruption in BiH in which political parties acquired a pre-eminent role. Several reports explain 

how this system has been fostered first of all by a process of political discontinuity.
76

 The 

collapse of the highly centralised socialist state created a void of power of which ethno-

nationalist elites took advantage to approve new laws and control traffic of strategic resources. 

Another important factor for the creation of a corruptive system has been identified in the flow of 

donations for post-war reconstruction. International agencies had local politicians or criminals as 

their key interlocutors because they controlled local markets and acted as potential suppliers of 

goods and services.
77

 Another decisive factor has been acknowledged in the fragmented 

constitutional architecture set by the Dayton peace agreement and by the abnormal expansion of 

the public sector.
78

   

The unitary state of BiH has a few responsibilities in key legislative and administrative issues. 

Most of the sensitive administrative issues are delegated to the two entities: the Federation of 
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BiH (FbiH) and the Republika Srpska (RS). Within the FbiH, competences are also delegated to 

ten Cantons with their own representatives’ organs. In both the entities, in accordance with the 

socialist law about local self-administration (Lokalna samouprava), local matters are delegated 

to the municipalities and to local communities (mjesne zajednice–MZ) which are the municipal 

offices in neighbourhoods. This institutional fragmentation had the result of expanding the 

already large public sector inherited from the socialist government and amplifies the discretional 

power of politicians on passing laws and procedures at all levels of governmental and judiciary 

powers.  

In this context, public employment has been indicated as the key mechanism through which 

party elites, using political patronage and nepotism, occupy key positions in institutions 

(judiciary, media, academic community, etc.) and act as a closed circle of interests.
79

 

According to local NGOs and media, public employment is considered as the sector where party 

corruption is most diffused in BiH.
80

 This has been helped in recent years by the problematic 

situation of the job market. 

Demand for jobs in the public sector increased as long as the creation of a proper private sector 

was obstructed by a deregulated process of privatisation and by the advent of the last financial 

crisis.  Privatisations of state enterprises have been carried out without any guarantee for the 

workers who very often have been declared redundant and fired.
81

 Disregard for the right of the 

workers set by the law is also present in the small and medium private enterprises whose 

development has been very limited in post-war time and after the recent financial crisis. In 2003, 

the FbiH Employment office reported that 23% of workers in BiH were employed under the 
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counter (‘na crno’).
82

 Furthermore, the last crisis also increased the number of unemployed 

people that, according to the Statistics Agency of BiH, amounted to 556,868 in February 2014.
83

 

On the 1
st
 of May of the same year, local newspapers reported that BiH presented an 

unemployment rate of 44%, the highest in the Western Balkans.
84

   

According to the Centre for Investigative Reporting (CIN), this situation pushed 15,000 people 

in the last three years to apply for a job in the public administration (only at the state level) as 

this was able to assure regular salaries, good employment conditions, health assurance, pension 

and creditworthiness.
85

 Today the public sector is the biggest employer in BiH. According to 

official data provided by the BiH Statistics Agency, the public administration alone employs 

73,855 people.
86

 This data anyway does not include people employed in the public education 

sector (64,215) or public health care system (48,554) for which the national agency does not 

provide the percentage of people employed in public and private sectors. Non-government 

agencies and media affirm that the lack of more detailed data is meant to hide the uncontrolled 

huge size reached by the public sector and the huge public expense needed to finance it. 

Unofficial data reported by the local media informs that at the end of 2014, the public sector 

employed 200,000 people.
87

 For every three persons in BiH, one of them is employed in the 

public sector.
88

 Therefore its possibility of absorbing new workforce is limited compared to the 

increasing number of citizens who strive to enter.
 89

 

Anti-corruption activists, political analysts and opposition parties publicly denounce a corruptive 

system in which, taking advantage of the socio-economic situation and supported by the existing 
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legal framework, representatives of political parties control public employment and salaries as 

private resources and assign them for their personal gain (direct or indirect). Bribes and 

corruption are thus indicated as basic means to be employed in the public sector.
90

 

 Due to the high rate of demand for jobs and few on offer, a market for public employment is 

being developed. Money is being asked and offered for a ‘secure’ job in the public 

administration and not only in a secret way. As CIN notices, people also go on public websites to 

offer money or just to find an intermediary that could help them buy their post in the public 

administration.
91

 

Another corruptive mechanism quoted by the media is the employment through parental links 

(po rodbinskim linijama). Jobs in public administration are assigned with direct gain for the 

politicians and the members of their families.   

Employment on party links (po partijiskim linijama) consists of making the affiliation to the 

political party a prerequisite to have access to jobs in the public administration. The indirect gain 

in this case is represented by the increasing number of party supporters at the political elections. 

The electoral success of the main ethno-national parties at the 2014 political elections has been 

interpreted by the political analyst Žako Papić in a TV debate, as the conservative result 

produced by the vote of all those people employed in the public administration by party links, 

which have not voted for a political programme but to keep their job.
92

 

A similar position is expressed by the analysts of the CCI (Centre for Civil Initiatives) who 

defined the politicisation of public administration (politizacija uprave), the result of a selection 

process in which people are chosen for their political affiliations and not for their professional 

ability.
93
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As highlighted in the CCI analysis, it is already a ‘public secret’ (‘javna tajna’) that the 

politicisation of the public administration has reduced the public competition to a mere formality. 

As Arapović and Lučić, authors of the report, affirm ‘The public competition with all its 

connected elements is one of the key mechanisms of safeguard, but at the same time it is also a 

mechanism of crucial influence exerted by individuals, groups or organised subjects outside the 

public system such as political parties, centres of economic power, religious communities, 

foreign and international subjects, etc.’
94

 

As a consequence, in public institutions the difference is blurred between professionals that 

should be appointed for their ability through a public examination and politically nominated 

officers that are nominated on the basis of the election results. 

According to Arapović and Lucić, the existing system is able to undermine the independence of 

the civil servants from the political organisations. Civil servants appointed through political 

sponsorship will be likely to feel responsible towards the political party, and will not act in the 

public interest as provided for by the law.
95

 

 

 

A LEGALISED DISCRETION. THE PUBLIC EMPLOYMENT PROCEDURE AND ITS 

REFORM 

 

The present legal procedure of public employment in BiH is the product of the ongoing reform of 

the public administration highly supported by the European Union. According to EU delegation 

in BiH ‘the public administration needs to function upon the principles of professionalism, 

accountability, political neutrality, efficiency and effectiveness in order for the country to be able 

to assume the obligations of membership’.
96
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Establishing a modern and efficient administrative and legal framework for the public sector has 

been indicated as a key sector in the anti-corruption strategy for the period 2009–2014 (BiH–

Strategija za borbu protiv korupcije 2009–2014) elaborated by BiH institutions following the 

Council Decision of 18
th

 February 2008 (2008/211/EC) on the principles, priorities and 

conditions contained in the European Partnership with Bosnia and Herzegovina’.
97

 

To reach this goal, since the preliminary phases of the Stabilisation and Association Agreement, 

pressure has been made on the state of BiH and on the entities for the creation of the Civil 

Service Agency. 

In 2003 FbiH Government appointed the Federal Agency of Civil Service (Federalna Agencija 

za državnu službu).
98

 Since 2005, this has been responsible for the application of the law on Civil 

Service that regulates the procedural and disciplinary aspects of employment in the public 

institutions of the Federation of BiH.
99

 

In 2002, the RS government appointed a similar organisation known as an Agency for the public 

institutions of the Serb Republic (Agencija za Državnu Upravu Republike Srpske).
100

 Among its 

functions is the implementation of the law on Civil Servants that in the RS regulates public 

employment at the entity level.
101

 For towns and municipalities, procedural aspects are regulated 

by the law on the local self-administration (Zakon o lokalnoj samoupravi).
102

  

Other segments of the public sector including hospitals, schools, public firms and many other 

organisations are implementing an employment procedure not supervised by the Agency and not 

disciplined by the new law. 

The creation of the Agencies and the adoption of the law at all levels (državna uprava/služba) 

has been aimed at introducing a more centralised and standardised procedure aimed at avoiding 

subjectivity, ethnic discrimination and corruption.  
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According to the new legal framework, in the FbiH as in the RS, a civil servant can be hired only 

through a public competition. The whole procedure is initiated by the public official that works 

as director of the institution (rukovodilac). These are majors or ministers with a political function 

and a temporary mandate assigned on the basis of the result of public elections.  

According to the law on stabilisation, if it is not possible to assign the new position to people 

already permanently employed in the institution with different functions and if the institution 

disposes of the necessary resources to hire a new unit, the director of the institution opens a 

public competition that must be advertised in national newspapers and on the Agency website.  

In both the entities, changes to the original text of the law have reduced from 30 to 15 the 

number of days the position should be advertised and the applications accepted. This of course 

restricts the number of received applications and the possibility of a competitive selection. 

In the FbiH, the Agency is responsible to create a commission made up of five members, three of 

which already work for the institution and have professional expertise in the segment of the 

administration the candidate applies for; the other two are chosen from of a list of experts drawn 

up by the Agency.
103

 The predominance of the internal members cannot avoid manipulation in a 

public examination when the director of the institution initiates the selection to employ a specific 

candidate.  

In the RS, the situation is even more exposed to manipulation when we are talking about 

positions in the local institutions such as cities or municipalities, where two members of the 

commission are appointed by the major and three are chosen from the list of experts certificated 

by the Municipal Assembly (Skupština), which cannot be considered an independent 

organisation.
104

 

According to the law, the leading principle of the whole selection should be to look for the best 

candidate only according to his/her ability (sposobnosti). 

To this purpose the candidates should satisfy some basic prerequisites (Opči uslovi) regarding 

their age, nationality, level of education, medical fitness and clear criminal record.  
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For the position of civil servant, candidates should have passed an exam aimed at assessing their 

knowledge of the organisation and functions of the BiH public institutions (ispit općeg znanja or 

javni ispit) and professional exam (stručni ispit) that in written form should assess their 

professional expertise. The commission makes sure the candidates match these prerequisites 

before admitting them to an interview aimed at verifying the professional competence of the 

candidate and the proclivity to work in a public institution. 

According to the procedure, the oral exam gives many more points than the written exam and 

weighs much more on the final judgment. In this regard, analysts of CCI considered: ‘the human 

factor, that is the subjective examination by the commission is able to crucially determine the 

success of the candidate’.
105

 

As an effect of the reform, in both the entities an adequate working experience in the public 

administration is required to apply for each position. A minimum of one year is required for the 

lowest level of the administrative career. 

The problematic aspect that arises from this disposition lays in the available strategies to acquire 

this working experience in BiH. The opening of almost all the temporary working positions in 

the public administration are required by the director of the institution who is also responsible for 

the selection procedure that is managed internally, and without the intervention of experts 

nominated by the Agency. 

The director can require apprentices (pripravnici) that will be employed for one year. The 

opening of the position must be announced via the media and on the Agency website and should 

be reserved for people with no working experience. Nonetheless, the requiring institution can 

have an influential position in the selection by fixing the prerequisites the selected person should 

present. Furthermore, the selection procedure is limited to an examination of the candidates’ 

degrees and an interview carried out by a commission of three members appointed by the 

director of the requiring institution. Especially in local institutions like municipalities, the 

practice of hiring volunteers (volonteri) is also diffused. Volunteers are not employed but they 
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carry out training in the public administration that counts as working experience in public 

competition. They do not receive a salary but a daily allowance for food and transport expenses. 

The director of the institution takes the initiative to hire a volunteer and appoints a commission 

that fixes the criteria for recruitment, which advertises the opportunity and is responsible for the 

selection. 

The whole procedure does not guarantee neutrality and objectivity, as it could be easily 

manipulated to introduce into public administration ‘sponsored’ people who serve as apprentices 

or volunteers and are later hired by the institution with permanent contracts. In fact, they develop 

professional and personal knowledge within the institution that will smooth the public 

examination. Very often, the internal members of the commission are people with whom they 

have worked during their temporary service.  

As reported by the Centre for Investigative Reporting, similar mechanisms are to be found also at 

the higher level of administration where in several cases the successful candidates in public 

contests had already worked in the assigned position with a ‘service contract’ (ugovor o djelu) or 

fixed-term contracts which are not subject to a public competition but are assigned by 

nomination.
106 107

    

As widely advertised by the local media, the employment of people who had a political function 

in the institution is more likely to happen before the elections when the director mandate is going 

to expire and he/she has interest in making permanent the positions of his/her collaborators.
108

  

More generally speaking, ‘sponsored’ candidates can be facilitated in public competitions for 

permanent positions where, even though the commission draws up a rank list of the candidates 

who passed the exam, the director of the institution has the right to choose one of the successful 

candidates, which does not need to be at the top of the list.
109
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The discretionary power assigned to the director of the institution is subject to few restrictions 

imposed by the law. According to the law on civil service/servants, for example, the director has 

the obligation to preserve the national structure of the personnel. The latter should mirror the 

proportion in which the three constitutive nationalities (Serbian, Croatian and Bosniac) were 

present on the institution territory at the time of the last census of 1991. This should foster the 

employment of the national minorities and avoid discrimination. 

Furthermore, laws issued in the RS and in FbiH establish that under the same prerequisites, 

priority for public employment in RS should be given to the children of people who died in the 

last war fighting in the Army of Serb Republic (pali borci) and in FbiH to the children of people 

who died fighting in The Army of the Republic of BiH (šehidi). The same priority is assured to 

the disabled war veterans and their children.
110

 

In practice it is not entirely clear if the rights of minorities or privileged categories can 

effectively restrict the wide power of political functionaries at the different stages of the selection 

procedure.   

Notwithstanding the appointment of the Agency, the room for subjectivity left by the law 

seriously undermines the transparency and the neutrality of the public employment system.   

This has heavy consequences on the principles that, according to the law, should regulate the life 

of the public system, such as legality, transparency, responsibility, efficacy and economicity, 

professional impartiality and political neutrality.
111

 

Furthermore, the unbounded power over employment given to the director of the institution and 

to other political functionaries increases the risk of corruptive practices like asking or conceding 

personal privileges, and bribe taking and giving. These kinds of practices are banished from the 

conduct of civil servants by the law in both the entities.
112
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Legal provisions assert that a civil servant cannot publicly declare his/her political or religious 

faith. He/she cannot ask or accept for themselves or any of their relatives any benefits, sums of 

money or service. The duty of a civil servant is to operate in the public interest. 

 The criminal laws in force in both the entities extend these obligations to every subject with 

public functions including public officials like majors and ministers.
113

 The law considers it a 

crime to receive or promise any gift or other form of benefit to act against the duty of a civil 

servant or official. It is also a crime to use a public role to act against the law (abuse of power). 

The law prescribes penal sanctions to people who promise and give any benefit to public officers 

to convince them to act against the law. All those practices are openly defined as ‘corruption’ by 

the law for the suppression of corruption and organised crime recently adopted in the FbiH.
114

 

 

MISTRUSTING THE LAW: OBJECTIVE OR SUBJECTIVE SELECTION CRITERIA? 

In both the municipalities, civil servants have been asked to illustrate their personal experience 

with the official modality of advertising new job opportunities in the public employment system. 

They have also been asked to express their degree of trust in the fairness of the selection process 

and in its possibility in choosing of the best candidate.  

In both the municipalities, a high degree of scepticism has been shown about the work of the 

public centres for employment. Civil servants agreed that these centres limit their work to 

collecting statistical data but cannot be of any help in looking for a job. ‘I do not know anybody 

who has found a job through the employment bureau!’ is the reply I got from many of my 

interlocutors. If asked to compare efficacy for finding a job of ‘personal contacts’ and of the 

bureau for employment, they chose the first one without any hesitation. I got controversial 

answers regarding the procedure for advertising open positions. The majority of my interlocutors 

in MS, where the reform has been implemented, underlined that procedure has gained in 

transparency since the publication of the open positions on the Agency website. This is the 

official way to find a job that they recommend to citizens who ask them for help in employment 
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but, as we will see later, it is not necessarily what they consider the best way to find a job for 

themselves or for relatives. 

In MES, mistrust has been shown more clearly especially by young people: 

 

Zaira: Do you trust the procedure for advertising new job positions in the public institutions? 

Bojana: I do not trust them at all. Here an open position is advertised when the successful 

candidate has already been chosen. 

Tamara: This has become normal. It is not useful reading the newspapers in search for public 

jobs. I do not buy them anymore! The same goes for my friends. Only a few of them buy a 

newspaper to make their parents happy. Parents recommend their children to apply for public 

positions, but they still think in the old-system way! 

 

Regarding the selection process, it has to be noticed that both municipalities presented a 

stratified structure of personnel in which it was possible to identify people who had been 

employed in different conjunctures and consequently with different modalities. Not all the 

interviewed civil servants had been employed with the present procedure of selection. Those 

among them who started working immediately after the last war, brought with them the 

experience of a less formalised system ruled by the principles of humanitarian help and of the 

emergency.  

After the collapse of the SFRJ (Socijalistička Federativna Republika Jugoslavije) and the 

beginning of the war on the BiH territory, public institutions were stuck by the material damage 

to buildings and by the death or the escape of many employees who saw their lives under threat. 

Of course, during the war, criteria of employment were regulated by ethnicity and by the loyalty 

to the army that controlled the territory. Recruitment in public institutions had been marked by 

the logic of volunteering. Public employment procedure relied more on personal knowledge and 

informality than on meritocracy. In the immediate aftermath of the war, the need to set in motion 

the new institutions born from the division of the state into two entities, led to facilitate and to 
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speed up the procedure of employment in the public sector. Obtaining the job did not entail for 

my interlocutors any particular effort as institutions were looking for new personnel (‘tražilo 

se!’) and above all qualified people with a university degree. They presented themselves at the 

municipality to offer their services and in a short time they had been hired with permanent 

positions by the major.  As Zorka noticed, ‘from 1996 to 2004, the procedure of announcement 

of an open position on the local media lasted only eight days’. 

Mehmed considered that the present system is better than the old one, because there is a 

commission that assesses the candidate’s knowledge and the major evaluates only those who 

pass the examination. He anyway suggests that more accurate controls should be carried out on 

people who select candidates in order to avoid exchange of favours and to get a more 

standardised procedure. 

Zorka and Slavica expressed their trust in the meritocracy of the present procedure, even though 

Zorka underlined that normally only one of the candidates matches the prerequisites, implying 

that prerequisites may be created ad hoc by the commission in order to favour someone. 

Many of the civil servants who had been employed with the post-war quick procedure were 

middle aged and had experience of the employment procedure in socialist times. The opinion 

they have on the present public employment system emerged when they compared it with the 

procedure applied during socialism. They shared the opinion that, although connection (veze, 

štele) played a role even then, rule of law was predominant and was able to establish a general 

meritocratic order in the employment system, that is not assured by the new system. This point of 

view is summed by the words of Lenka: 

 

‘ Public employment bureau was working then. Those who had more points in the bureau rank 

list were employed. The person who deserved the first position in the public competition, was 

hired. The order was respected. Even then connections existed. I waited three years before my 

first full-time employment but I had never been unemployed. It was a state with a rule of law’. 
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Younger civil servants who had no experience of the socialist system presented different degrees 

of trust in the selection procedure. Generally speaking people employed in the MS, where the 

reformed system is already in force, showed less pessimism.  

Jasmin highlighted that in public institutions like municipalities you need to hire according to 

meritocratic principle because you really need competent people to make things function. If you 

hire an incompetent person than you need to hire another one who can do the job but the 

municipality has now budget restrictions. 

Alexanda and Jelena who have experience in the private sector considered that municipality 

budget restrictions impose the  hire of people with specific competences in fundraising and 

project management of European projects.  

Sunčica highlighted that municipalities are particular contexts because the major usually has a 

four years’ mandate. It is hard that the party substitutes him frequently like government 

ministers. The major has an interest in making things work otherwise he will not be re-elected. 

For all these reasons they believe or hope that the selection procedure will result in the choice of 

the best candidate. 

Jasmin, for example, drawing from his own experience, firmly defended the possibility of the 

selection respecting procedure and of the procedure to be correct although there were some 

subjective factors that facilitated his employment: 

  

‘I have passed through the procedure and I am completely satisfied with it because I had no 

sponsors. I have passed the selection strictly through procedure and I got the job. My job (urban 

construction inspector) is one of the hardest in the municipality and there is not so much 

competition. Just me and two women had applied but, you know, for the job of inspector a man 

is always preferred to women.’ 

 

Although they shared the opinion that the new system is going in the right direction, this was far 

from denying that the present procedure presents room for manipulation. 
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Dijana, who affirmed that she had the impression that the employment procedure is fair, added 

the following: 

 

 ‘It is always hard to enter into details... When you pass the written exam you exactly know 

who is better than you but the oral exam... I cannot remember if they closed the door or they 

left it open during the oral exam. If it is not fair, this is not so visible. I always got the highest 

mark in the written exam but the oral was always defective. I say that for me it has been fair in 

the sense that I applied for it and if it was successful I would be happy, if not... I was not 

unemployed then, so I did not try to understand if they employed a worst candidate than me ... 

We cannot say that corruption does not exist when we live in such a society. I think that 

reform tries to fix this but if it is possible to find some tricks in the procedure, I do not know.’ 

 

Some of them showed mistrust in the existing procedure on the basis of negative personal 

experiences in previous competitions. 

Aleksandra told me that she does not believe much in the fairness of the procedure. The first time 

she applied for a position, she even complained because the commission published different final 

results to those announced verbally. She had to call several times to find out that she was joint 

winner with another candidate. After four months the commission officially communicated that 

they had chosen the other candidate.  

Aleksandra was also very critical about the ‘application form’ that candidates have to fill in as it 

leaves room for manipulation: 

 

‘To fill in the application form is enough to formally fulfil the requirements. They ask if you 

have working experience but it does not ask you where have worked, what have you learned. It 

does not look like a European CV. It enables everybody to reach the oral exam.’  

 

She also complained because she has been working for years with computers and paid for a 

private course in order to have a certificate. At the same time, public institutions worked for the 
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education of their human resources and paid for IT courses for them. In case competition for a 

position would be opened, employees of the municipality already have this certificate paid for. 

This is a way in which institutions try to hire people who already work for them. 

Jelena also had a ‘catastrophic experience’ because the first time she applied, her documents 

were sent to another competition by the Agency. She also had some complaints about the 

procedure that does not properly evaluate people’s motivation so that ‘in public institutions 

people are hired who just sit and wait for the pension to come’. 

Some of the civil servants in MES expressed the same concept that even if the procedure is 

applied, there is wide room for a subjective decision, especially in the last stage of the 

competition. Differently from their colleagues in MS, civil servants in MES emphasised the role 

of the ‘politika’ in the selection process. 

Dejan, for example, told me: 

 

 ‘Knowledge is important. You must have a university degree because the procedure does not 

allow the employment of a baker instead of a lawyer but when you reach the final stage among 

three people who successfully passed the examination, politics will decide.’  

 

Mladen highlighted that in such an arbitrary procedure ‘anything could happen’. He added: 

 

‘The best candidate, even if he succeeds in passing the examination, may not be employed. 

The procedure could be "well-packed" (ad hoc) or you can give money. This reform will just 

reduce the positions available but politka will always decide who will be employed.’  

 

Mladen conveys a sense of uncertainty resulting from the perceived arbitrariness of the selection 

process, at least at the final stage. This aspect anyway leaves in other interlocutors some room 

for hope in the mechanism which is arbitrary as well. 

People among them who have experienced several unsuccessful examinations before getting the 

job, often concluded that not only meritocracy but also even luck, coincidence, plays a role: 
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‘Once I have been successful’ (‘jednom mi je uspjelo’), ‘It was a lucky coincidence’ (‘poklopile 

su se kockice’). Stojan even compared the possibility of participating in a public examination to 

participating in bingo. This creates trust in the possibility of the procedure to be fair in some 

cases but also awareness that it is rarely like that. 

Other interviewed civil servants insisted on the role of political parties to make a sort of pre-

emptive selection. Lilja, for example, expressed no trust at all in the procedure that can lead to 

the choice of the best candidate: 

 

‘The best candidate is not hired in our system. Always people are employed who belong to 

political parties. Hired is the person who must be hired. Knowledge and professionalism are 

not important factors when a selection is carried out. They rather look to satisfying other 

political criteria.’ 

 

Lenka expressed the same opinion and moral disapproval about the way public selection is 

carried out. She defined the selection procedure as involving corruption: 

 

‘In this system neither education nor knowledge is important. If you are politically committed, 

then you go ahead. Corruption is when a position is open and in that position someone already 

works, then it is a pro forma competition, or the position is open for a specific candidate. That 

candidate will have the test in advance and will pass. Public job competitions are just a waste 

of money. They should assess competence, selection should be made considering the achieved 

points and position should be open to hire new and unemployed candidates. That written test is 

not a good way to prove knowledge. I would never believe in the test result. Publicly you 

know for which person the position is open, not to mention the custom of paying someone...’ 

 

 



 

 

150 
 
 

 

 

PEOPLE OF TRUST: SELF-ENTREPRENEURIAL EMPLOYMENT STRATEGIES 

BETWEEN PUBLIC AND PRIVATE 

 

Notwithstanding their different points of view, all my interlocutors expressed the awareness that 

the selection implies a certain level of subjectivity, causality and even arbitrariness. In all cases, 

at least in the final stage of the employment procedure, they all had to face the personal 

discretion of the major as ‘man of the party’ in the institution. As the wide range of moral 

evaluations demonstrates, the major can use this power to employ people according to criteria 

that my interlocutors consider legitimate or not. In any case he will always employ people, 

which, regardless of the result of the competition, he evaluates as more trustworthy according to 

criteria that can be corruptive, clientelistic, meritocratic or a mix of all of them. 

A successful employment strategy requires taking advantage of the intersections between 

subjective and objective criteria in order to become a ‘person of trust’.  

To be ‘people of trust’ (‘ljudi of povjerenja’) is not a new expression and strategy in the BiH 

public employment system. I first heard from a woman employed in the public postal office in 

Sarajevo who referred to people working with key roles in public institutions at the time of 

socialism. When I asked my interlocutors if they could give a sense of this expression today, they 

immediately linked it to the party system present in both the past and present historical context. 

In the MES, Jasmin explained: 

 

‘This has existed in the socialist system. If you were affiliated to the Communist Party you 

were considered a person of trust, a fellow (podoban). Today is the same but we do not have 

anymore a single party. We have several parties. Particularly for police or public firms, we 

know this; at least the director brings for sure his advisors. He does not bring them like 

sponsored people but through public competitions. If you are people of trust, then you start 

working for them. They do not choose people for their professionalism.’ 

 

In MES I got a similar answer: 
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Ljlja: People of trust have always been required! (Ironically) 

Dijana: They had to be pioneers and then members of the Party. 

Ljlja: We have parties even today. Also today they are people from the party. We just have 

more parties. During socialism we had just one party and it was a party system. When I had 

been employed, the first thing I had to write was that I am a member of the Communist 

Alliance (Savez Komunista). That was a prerequisite more important than any qualification. 

Now more parties participate in the government. How do you get employed? You have to 

belong to someone. Short and clear!’ 

 

The party employment system is able even today to mix up the public or private role of the 

employee’s political affiliation. 

As Stojan tried to explain to me: ‘In the West, political affiliation is a private thing. Here it is 

not!’ 

During socialism, party affiliation could be publicly shown and it gave secure access to 

privileged employment positions and benefits. Today it should be a private thing but it still 

continues to have a role in the public employment strategies.  

Furthermore, the statement ‘you have to belong to someone’ made clear the personalistic element 

that the party system introduced in relations between the employer and the employee, defined as 

feudal by some of my interlocutors. The commitment to the party is seldom based on ideological 

loyalty, it rather consists in the loyalty to the person of the party who has the decisional power 

about employment in the institution.  

Although my interlocutors meant by ‘people of trust’ public officials with political nominated 

roles in institutions at a higher government level, a private agreement based on trust with the 

representative of the ruling party has been observed also among civil servants working at the 

municipal level.   

In both the municipalities it was possible to identify people who had politically nominated roles 

and had been then stabilised in other permanent positions through public competitions. As Ljlja 
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highlighted, this change of role is always motivated by the existing logic of personal trust 

between employee and party representative in the public system: 

 

‘People of trust means belonging to one specific structure... if the party is ruling then it will 

employ people who belong to that party. They will not trust in people who belong to other 

parties. All of them will try to employ their members.’ 

 

An interview with a public official who still has politically nominated function clarified how this 

dynamic works. Biljana said: 

 

‘I have been politically nominated and when the Municipal Assembly will change, I will be 

also changed to avoid a possible clash of interests with the new Assembly. Maybe at the end of 

his mandate the major will stabilise me in a different position but this depends on the major 

and on his goodwill.’ 

 

Not surprisingly, this opinion has been shared also by some civil servants. Dejan, for example, 

showed disapproval of the expression ‘partijska korupcija’ in the public employment system. He 

considers the employment of civil servants who belong to the major party is not a form of 

corruption but it is even desiderable as those people will not obstruct the work of the major for 

the public good.  

Starting from a similar assumption, Biljana and Dejan considered that in order to be successful in 

the selection procedure, knowledge is important but it is also crucial to be in ‘good relations’ (‘u 

dobrim odnosima’) with the major. 

As employment depends on subjective factors like ‘the major’s goodwill’, then the most efficient 

employment strategy is a self-entrepreneurship strategy that could create a good public/private 

relation with the major that has its effects not only in private life but also on the job. 

Expressions used in both the municipalities conveyed the sense of informal and personal 

relations established with the major and the civil servants interviewed, especially those who had 
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been employed during his mandate. He has been depicted as a paternal figure (‘the major takes 

care of us and we are all satisfied’) of an institution where job relations are often compared to 

family relations (‘all in all we are a big family’). 

Activating this personal/private mechanism that allows one to become a person of trust, implies 

the need to be or become visible to the major or, to use a popular verb among my interlocutors, 

you need ‘to prove yourself’ (‘dokazivati se’).  

This is considered important by apprentices and volunteers who would like to be hired in the 

municipality. Sunčica, who has recently become a civil servant in the MS after being a volunteer 

in the same municipality, considered that for a successful employment strategy ‘you always need 

luck, knowledge and dokazivanje’.  

As she explained, she had been a volunteer for one year, then as she proved to be suitable for that 

position, she was nominated by the major as personal advisor and after one year ‘circumstances 

were favourable’ and a position was opened for which she had regularly competed. 

Acquiring visibility is considered very important also for civil servants who would like to have 

more prestigious and well-paid roles in local and governmental institutions. In MES Dragana 

explained: 

 

‘If you prove yourself to someone, you have the possibility that he will choose you as 

collaborator when he has the chance, maybe he will open a position for you. I am in good 

relations with the major. Maybe the way I work here will be appreciated by someone and he 

will offer a better job, maybe in some high-level institution.’ 

 

Those of my interlocutors, who interpreted the need to prove yourself only as a way to show 

your professional ability, considered that if you belong to the party, the only thing you need to 

show is your loyalty by being proactive in the electoral campaign. 
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The experiences reported above showed that also the meaning of the word dokazivanje implies a 

more complex set of practices that do not exclude the need for a civil servant to show both 

personal/political loyalty to the major and other qualities based on meritocratic principles. 

Furthermore, as my interlocutors reported, it is more and more difficult nowadays to create this 

public/private relation of trust through political commitment to party activity.  

The high rate of unemployment has transformed political parties into groups so large it is 

difficult to acquire visibility and personal privileged relations with ‘influential people’. 

Participants in focus groups carried out in both the municipalities concluded that commitment to 

the parties is not enough today in order to find employment. 

In MS, Jasmin said: 

 

‘It is not correct to say that unemployed persons are those who are not members of a political 

party. You have a lot of young people who are members of parties and they have no job. As my 

colleague has said, employment across political lines is today successful only in high level of 

institutions. For middle level positions, this does not help anymore. There are no more rules. You 

can be a member of all the parties but you can remain unemployed. There are a lot of young 

people in political parties in order to claim their rights to work but this does not help!’ 

 

 My interlocutors showed moral approval for alternative ways to establish public/private 

relations with people who have political roles and decisional power in the municipality. This is 

commonly called veze (connections), which implies adopting a self-entrepreneurial strategy 

aimed at finding intermediaries: people with a public role in the institution and a private relation 

with the candidate. Very often moral support for these kinds of practices have been shown when 

the respondents were not talking about their employment experience but about experiences of 

relatives and friends. In several of the reported examples, they themselves acted or said they 

would act as intermediaries.  

As I have explained, to be a relative of an employee in the socialist institutions functioned as a 

guarantee that you would act as a person of trust as well. Even today one of the self-
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entrepreneurial strategies approved by my interlocutors is using a family link to gain 

employment. In all cases they argued their endorsement for the possible candidate using both 

private and meritocratic reasons. Jasmin admitted he would act as intermediary to allow his son 

to be employed in the municipality where he currently works: 

 

‘If I am employed here and I want my son to be employed here too... if this is corruption... a 

son who has studied and is skilled and I want him to compete for a public position here... I do 

not know if this is corruption but if they will look at him in a different way, let him pass...The 

worst thing would be that my son is not educated and gets a high mark without any reason. But 

if I am employed here and I want my son to have a job here I would like that he has some 

advantage.’ 

 

Lenka told me she has been trying for a long time to employ her sons at the MES municipality, 

without any success. In the past she was assigned the political function of head of public 

administration, but she did not want then to hire her sons who were too young, and preferred 

to employ two apprentices. In the meantime, her mandate expired and the new ruling party did 

not allow her to hire anybody else.  

 

When more meritocratic use of the veze is considered, it is conceived at the extent of a 

recommendation that could positively influence the selection of a candidate. Alexandra for 

example explained: 

 

‘Why not take advantage of situations in which someone knows somebody who has worked in 

a company and has worked well? If that person has good references and CV. Why not give 

advantage to that person instead of somebody who has no experience?’ 

 

Jelena proposed the same dynamic, suggesting the use of veze in public institutions with the logic 

of the private sector: 
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‘Veze, if they are not an exchange of favours, are morally acceptable for me, if there is a 

recommendation. It does not mean employing that one because he/she is my cousin but 

employ that one because they are capable, know their job, because I know that they will be 

good in this function. Of course, that person must also pass the examination. In this sense, for 

me veze is ok because it functions like that also in the private sector.’  

 

In the perception of people like Jelena, who has working experience in the private sector, the 

concept of veze overlaps with that of networking. As she explained: 

 

‘This is the best way. Knowing people, meeting people. I do not think of recommendation but 

of networking. These are the only channels we have, out of the white envelopes.’  

 

It is widely shared opinion among my interlocutors that the possibility to use veze in this way is 

an alternative way to paying money for a job. 

As Jasmin affirmed in MS: ‘when you have veze you have veze. When you do not have veze, you 

must have money. When you do not have money then you get nothing!’ 

Giving money for a job does not exclude the presence of an intermediary, a connection between 

the bribe-taker and the bribe-giver. Nonetheless it is considered an alternative strategy to veze.  

The request for money is perceived as a failure of the possibility to exploit the intersections 

between public and private mechanism for gaining visibility and being employed in the public 

system. These strategies, as we have seen, imply a selection made through a combination of 

personal/impersonal prerequisites. As my interlocutors explained, if you have veze, especially of 

a familiar type, they will not ask you for money. 

 

Zaira: Connections can be a solution to avoid giving money?  

Bojana: This is a very good solution!  
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Lilja: If you have someone in the right position... political position or similar... in the public 

sector... then you will not need money and you will be employed by that line. 

 

The request of money normally excludes veze, personal or political, between bribe taker and 

giver. It is considered an impersonal relation of mere material interest among people who do not 

have social connections. Therefore, as witnessed by my interlocutors who would like to engage 

in such practice, finding a public official who would take the money in return for a job is very 

difficult. 

Lenka admitted that she would be available to pay a person for getting her sons employed but 

until now she was not able to find anyone. 

Bojana, working as an apprentice in the MES, explained to me: 

 

‘Sincerely I tell you that if I knew a person who is available for taking money in return for 

employment, I would give money. The hardest thing is to find that person of trust!’ 

 

As we have seen, successful employment strategies imply becoming ‘people of trust’ and this 

includes establishing a certain degree of complicity between employee and employer. In totally 

impersonal relations, trusting people is more difficult and risky. 

Finding a person who takes money for jobs is of course hard because this is an illegal practice 

punishable by law, but it should be pointed out that giving jobs to relatives or friends is also an 

abuse of power included in the legal definition of corruption. Nonetheless, this latter practice is 

considered legitimate by my interlocutors, who even engage in it. Social legitimacy of the 

practice makes it easier to implement it openly and thus to find intermediations. 

Conversely, selling jobs is considered blameworthy by all my interlocutors, even by those who 

considered the opportunity to give money for employment.  

This shows how in BiH self-entrepreneurial employment strategies grounded in relations of trust 

are intrinsically personal and impersonal. This emic perspective is crystallised by terminology 

used in the implementation of this practice that instils personal and subjective elements in those 
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which should be impersonal procedures and institutions. Usually the latter would start by asking, 

‘Who do we have there?’ (‘Koga imamo tamo?’) and this could lead to using a connection in 

order to enquire ‘For whom is that competition? (‘za koga je taj konkurs?’). Questions like ‘who 

has employed you?’ (‘ko je tebi zaposlio?’) highlight the hierarchical and personalistic nature of 

the employment procedure. Even those who would like to stress that they have been employed 

exclusively according to impersonal meritocratic criteria, and disapprove of feudal procedure, 

would affirm ‘I have not been employed by anyone’ (‘meni nije niko zaposlio’). The moral 

disapproval implied by terms that carry a sense of passivity like ‘people who have been placed’ 

(‘namješteni’),’people who have been brought’ (‘dovedeni’) imply a certain degree of 

entrepreneurship needed in employment strategies which could not only rely on political or 

familiar sponsorship but also on education.  

More importantly, the use of the word corruption (korupcija) has been unanimously used by my 

interlocutors only to indicate the practice of bribe giving and taking for a job, that is the practice 

that takes place outside of any dynamic of social networks (political or familiar). 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The reform of the public employment system and the creation of a standardised selection 

procedure of civil servants are considered by the EU of crucial importance for trustworthy, 

depoliticised and uncorrupted public administration. Nonetheless, the results of this ethnographic 

research have shown a limited impact of the reform on the standardisation of the public 

employment procedure. 

The employment procedure, coordinated by the Agency for civil service in the two entities, 

continues to be applied only in public institutions. Local institutions, such as municipalities in 

the RS, continue to apply the law on local self-administration to regulate the employment 

procedure. Furthermore, the reformed employment procedure is not applied to several segments 
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of the public sector such as health care and education, which continue to manage the selection 

procedure internally, that is outside the rules imposed by the civil servant Agency. 

Even for those public institutions that adopted the reformed employment procedure, the research 

result also showed the need to reduce the decisional discretion given by the law to the 

representative of the ruling political party. As we have shown for municipalities, the major is not 

compelled to choose the candidate with the highest number of points in the public competition. 

The major can use this discretion for public or private interest or both. This can convey a 

perception of arbitrariness or causality as the leading principle of the public employment 

procedure. As we have reported, on the bases of their experiences and ideas the interviewed civil 

servants have thus expressed different degrees of moral approval or disapproval of the existing 

procedure. This depends on the way the political power is used by the major in the selection 

procedure: they can match their concept of morality or not match it at all. Nonetheless, they have 

all expressed mistrust in the rule of law and in its possibility of selecting candidates on 

standardised criteria and exclusively on the basis of impersonal and meritocratic principles.  

The implementation of reform should regulate the selection mechanisms that, to a certain extent, 

make even of civil servants politically nominated subjects. In an economic system where the 

private sector is not an option for unemployed people, my interlocutors showed how it becomes 

socially legitimate to try to take advantage of the intersection of objective and subjective, public 

and private mechanisms, to activate a dynamic of trust with people who have a decisive role in 

public employment procedure. Becoming ‘people of trust’ recalls employment dynamics popular 

in the socialist party system. Notwithstanding this, in the new multi-party competitive system, 

becoming people of trust is understood as a self-entrepreneurship employment practice able to 

entrench institutional and interpersonal dynamics. Self-entrepreneurial employment strategies 

take advantage of the lack of an institutionalised path to employment, but are meant to 

compensate the right to have a deserved opportunity otherwise negated upon arbitrary reasons. 

Dokazivanje (prove oneself) in order to acquire visibility in public employment cannot rely only 

on subjective elements and is not perceived as anti-meritocratic.  
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The research results also highlighted the perceived inefficiencies of using the official channels to 

look for a job. Although the use of official websites to advertise new job positions has been 

appreciated, it should be noticed that this has been counterbalanced by the restriction of the time 

candidates have to send their application. Furthermore, the interviewed civil servants openly 

expressed mistrust in the role of public employment bureaus in promoting the development of 

their professional careers and to match demand and offer of jobs in public sector.   

In this perspective alternative unofficial and illegal strategies are elaborated.  

Affiliation to the party, for example, is not an ideological commitment but an occasion to gain 

visibility and activate the dynamic of trust. To this purpose, some of my interlocutors would 

consider it also morally acceptable to mobilise social connections (veze) in order to get 

employed. Although these practices are considered illegal by the law, they are constructed as 

legitimate in the emic perspective that considers employment in public strategies as intrinsically 

personal and impersonal; individual interest must always be entrenched with public good. 

The legalised discretion of party representatives in the institutions fosters a socially constructed 

concept of legality. As we have shown, the perception of corruption (korupcija) as a morally 

illegitimate practice has been unanimously used by my interlocutors only to indicate the practice 

of bribe-taking for a job, that is that practice that takes place out of any dynamic of social 

networking (political or familiar). In bribe giving and taking, the relation of trust and complicity 

is established by the material transaction itself. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

 

At the dawn of December 17
th

, 2013, the biggest-ever anti-corruption operation of 21
st
 Century 

Turkey broke out with a series of police raids and detentions in Ankara and Istanbul of around 

100 people, including among others the sons of three ministers, a mayor, some prominent 

businessmen, and the CEO of a state-run bank. Around two-thirds of those were soon released 

after questioning, while 20-something people got detained and eventually arrested (They were 

freed altogether within a couple of months, by the decision of the newly-designated judges, 

though). Major allegations have been related to taking bribes and rigging bids on government 

contracts involving some big construction works and real estate projects and Turkey’s gold trade 

with Iran. It has turned out later on December 25, 2013 that a second round of arrests involving 

executives from construction consortiums building, among others, the third bridge and third 

airport in Istanbul was aborted later, simply by way of police declining to follow the orders of 

from the prosecutors.  Around the same time, three ministers were resigned, and a cabinet 

reshuffling soon followed the suit.  

 

Mr. Tayyip Erdoğan, (then-the Prime Minister, now-the President of Turkey) has consistently 

denied any wrong doing while portraying these operations as a ‘dirty plot to deny Turkey its 

destiny’, a work of those ‘trying to usurp state power by tarring him with specious corruption 

investigation’, ‘attempting to derail Turkey’s transformation’, ‘intending to operate a parallel 

state within the state’, ‘political plotting’, a ‘coup attempt’ and a ‘smear campaign’, among 

others.   

 

To make a long story short, it is safe to suggest that the year 2014 has witnessed the emergence 

of hectic political and prosecutorial agendas drawn to corruption probes and debates. A year-
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long, arduous period of all-out war between the government and the alleged-members of Hizmet 

(Service) Movement in the judiciary and the police was ensued soon after, including but not 

limited to a handful of legal-institutional changes passed by the Turkish Grand National 

Assembly (TGNA) related to the judiciary and the police, in addition to dismissing or 

reassigning tens of thousands of police officers and top police chiefs, along with hundreds of 

prosecutors and judges, leveling later against the former group an array of allegations ranging 

from unauthorized wiretapping to compromising the national interest and security by spying for 

‘foreign forces.’  

 

On the other hand, first, the newly-appointed chief prosecutor dropped the corruption case 

against all suspects including ministers, their relatives and businessmen in September 2014. The 

reasoning of decision was that previous prosecutors in the probe breached judicial procedures, 

and conducted unlawful wiretaps and physical surveillance in order to attempt to overthrow the 

government. Second, the investigation commission established to examine the graft allegations 

within the Turkish Grand National Assembly (TGNA-Turkish Parliament) has phased out its 

work almost on pace with political cycle during 2014, while going through overly-politicized 

sessions and occasional restrictions on making news out of its proceedings, has finally (to the 

surprise of only few) decided not to commit for trial four former ministers accused in a 

corruption investigation on January 5, 2015. A floor vote on January 20 2015 in the General 

Assembly of TGNA was in the same direction. Strictly speaking, both legislative-wise and in 

terms of judicial processing, the case seemed to get closed. Adding to these, is the fact that AKP 

and Mr. Erdoğan have won two elections last year, local elections held in March 2014 and the 

first-ever presidential election through a direct popular vote held in June, 2014.  

 

Nevertheless, the jury is said to be still out in terms of political and popular argumentations 

giving the fact that ‘corruption’ and ‘coup’ claims have been hotly debated almost around the 
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clock and around the corner across the country, largely in the shadows of the two primary parties 

to the conflict, old allies-turned-foes, Mr. Erdoğan and Mr. Gülen, (a self-exiled cleric living in 

the United States). While detailing and discussing different dimensions of the probes and ensuing 

events could be a charging yet a rewarding enterprise for the sake of grasping the intricacies and 

politics of corruption in Turkey, the central focus of the current paper is intended to be 

something else. The analysis of field research data conducted approximately a year before by this 

unit is the focus of this paper.  

 

Toward that end, a rather short section about problem statement and relevance of the study will 

follow next. Then, information about the research methodology and participants of the field 

research will be provided. Thirdly, major findings from the study will be presented with the help 

of materials gleaned from the interviews conducted. Finally, the paper will end with a section 

involving discussion of research findings and a number of brief concluding remarks and 

reservations.   

 

II- PROBLEM STATEMENT: 

  

Corruption is an endemic, entrenched, and enduring problem in Turkey. While political and 

popular debates about it have been intensified especially aftermaths of December 17-25, 2013 

corruption scandals and ensuing probes, corruption as a topic of scientific inquiry has not 

attracted enough attention from the scholarly community. Maybe more importantly, the extant 

research on corruption and anticorruption has long remained limited to few researchers 

employing theories and tools developed by only a number of disciplines, including political 

science, public administration, and economics (e.g., Acar & Dede, 2013; Acar & Emek, 2009, 

2008). The list of social science disciplines less present in corruption research in the country 
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involves such prominent ones as sociology, psychology, and anthropology. For instance, it is 

intriguing to note that even those few scholarly works touching upon the corruption-culture 

connection have been written by researchers coming from the economics and public 

administration, and they have hardly employed an ethnographic approach (Özsemerci, 2003; 

Şarlak ve Bali, 2008). To say that there is a dearth of scholarly pieces written by researchers 

coming from those disciplines should not be considered as an overstatement. On the contrary, the 

lack of scholarly involvement by multi-disciplinary teams in corruption-related research in the 

country can be said to limit the wider and better understanding of the issues involved in and 

around corruption. In fact, socio-cultural dimensions and dynamics of corruption needs to be 

adequately addressed and carefully analyzed if we are to grasp the causes, consequences and 

continuation of corruption cases across the society over the years. That is why the expertise and 

experience gleaned from ethnographic studies might prove to be significant in achieving just that 

(Torsello, 2011). The current paper can thus be construed as one of the early research efforts 

taken ethnographic perspectives and methodologies into account in conducting scientific 

research about corruption in Turkey.  

 

As such, it aims to provide ethnographic evidence on main factors contributing to the ‘resilience’ 

of corruption in the country. Through the information and insight gained from a field study, 

perspectives and processes involved in attempts toward ‘excusing’, if not ‘legitimizing’, corrupt 

behaviors will be identified and analyzed. In other words, the widespread perception concerning 

the ‘banality’/’normality’ of corruption in the country’s politics and administration will be 

described and analyzed along with their social and cultural roots and reflections. The emphasis 

will be on three problematic areas in which local perceptions and perspectives regarding the 

administrative-political dynamics seem to be not conducive for the designing and 

implementation of conventional anti-corruption policies in the country:  
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         a) The existence of various types of common practices in the country that are not seen  

              as corrupt while they can be considered as corrupt (at least potentially);   

         b) The role of social and cultural norms in the continuation of corruption in the country.  

          c) The nature and extent of ‘common excuses’ or ‘popular legitimizations’ of corrupt  

               tendencies and behaviors in politics and administration.   

 

III-RESEARCH METHODOLOGY AND PARTICIPANTS: 

 The research strategy used in this field study was largely determined by the main purpose of the 

study and the nature of research questions posed, as well as by the extant resources and constraints. 

The overarching purpose of the interview component of our field research has been to identify, 

describe, and evaluate the most critical issues and themes associated with corruption and 

anticorruption in the country. Therefore, through the interviews, a more explicit and extensive 

inquiry into different dimensions of corruption and anti-corruption was attempted by posing a set of 

rather direct  questions to the participants consist of government officers, inspectors/auditors, 

politicians, entrepreneurs, anti-corruption activists, and so on.  

 

Selection of the Interview Questions and Sample: 

Once it was decided to conduct semi-structured interviews as part of the field research, the list of 

questions to be explored with the study participants has become an important issue. After close 

consultations and collaboration with ANTICORRP WP4 coordinator and colleagues, we have 

been able to determine the key themes and issues to be covered during the interviews. In the 

process of drafting the list of questions to be asked, we have greatly benefited from the content 

and style of sample questions provided by WP4 coordinator, by translating some of them directly 
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into Turkish, while adopting others with small revisions and still adding up some new ones. All 

in all, the questions we have asked were grouped into nine key themes/issue areas.  

 

In the process of selecting the interviewees, elite sampling or purposive sampling was used. In 

other words, once the main themes and issues to be explored during the interview component of 

the field research has been determined, we have decided approaching to a certain group of people 

consisting of inspectors/auditors, representatives of nonprofit organizations, academicians, 

journalists, and so on, who were ‘experiential experts’ about particular experience and/or issue. 

That is to say, we have gone after certain individuals to recruit them for our study sample, based 

on the premise that since we have aimed to gain more information and insight, we have selected 

a sample from which we can learn the most.  It is needlessly to add that, the chief researcher’s 

professional background and personal connections were also critical in contacting and recruiting 

the participants for the interviews.     

 

The Interviews and Informants: 

Fifty-five face-to-face interviews were conducted during the interview component of the 

fieldwork between December 2012 and March 2013. Except seven interviews, which were 

conducted in Istanbul, all the interviews were conducted in the urban districts of the 

Metropolitan Ankara. The duration of the interviews ranged from thirty minutes to two hours, a 

typical one lasting around sixty minutes. 

 

As a general rule, face-to-face interviews were conducted one-on-one, with the ethnographer on 

the one side and an interviewee on the other. However, in three cases more than one interviewees 

were involved in the process, thus bringing the total of people interviewed to sixty. Fifty-three of 
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the interviewees were males and there were seven females participating the interview sessions. 

The age range for the interviewed people was around thirty-five to fifty-five.  

 

The people interviewed for the study were a highly educated group of experts in that all were 

college graduates, a significant portion of them also having or pursuing graduate degrees 

(masters and doctoral degrees).  In addition, they were, in general, a professionally well-

equipped and highly-experienced group. It is interesting to note here that some of the 

interviewees were wearing two hats, for example, being an auditor/inspector in a public 

organization and a representative of an association of inspectors/auditors at the same time.  

 

As such, the following information about the interviewees reflect these dual roles, explaining as 

to why the total number of occupational/professional attributions reported below (seventy) is 

higher than the number of people interviewed (sixty). 

 

 24 Auditor Generals/Controllers/Inspectors 

 19 NGO-Association Representatives/Activists 

 9 Researchers/Academicians/Scholars 

 6 Businesspersons/Consultants 

 4 Journalists/Media Reporters 

 4 Politicians, including two MPs and two members of local municipal councils 

 2 Representatives from Judiciary (A Public Prosecutor and A Judge) 
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 2 Public Managers 

 

A great majority of the interviewees have showed a genuine interest in the study and have 

exhibited a highly cooperative attitude towards the ethnographer conducting the interviews. A 

clear indication for their willingness to contribute to the study is the fact that a great majority of 

them have given, without hesitation, their consent to the ethnographer to tape-record the 

interviews, on the mutually agreed-upon understanding that their names and organizational 

affiliations would be kept anonymous, especially would not be matched with their specific 

responses related to certain cases, events, or names.  

 

The interviewees have frequently dwelled on such issues as trust (and lack thereof), the nature of 

relations between the state and the citizenry, the connections among politics, bureaucracy, and 

corporate world, and  importance of education and effective enforcement of rules in the context 

of corruption and anticorruption, albeit in varying degrees of detail and depth. While they differ 

in their perceptions, perspectives, and proposals regarding various dimensions of corruption and 

anticorruption, the interviewees have nonetheless offered a valuable set of information and ideas 

on a range of topics covered during the whole process. The interviews with some public 

inspectors/auditors working for the central government institutions were especially informative 

and insightful, due in most part to the fact that these participants were not only very 

knowledgeable about many legal-administrative issues concerning corruption, but also they were 

eager to share their experience and expertise about the ‘real’ scope and scheme of ‘corrupt 

practices’, including those usually kept in ‘bottom drawer’.  

 

Conducting, Recording, Analyzing and Reporting the Interviews: 
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The existence of an interview guide enabled the ethnographer to have more control over data 

gathering than would have been possible with an informal conversational or a free-fall 

qualitative interview approach. As alluded to earlier, while ethnographer was keen on asking 

quite similar (if not the same) questions to all participants, a carefully dosed flexibility was 

practiced over the course of interviews to avoid the rigidity so common in standardized 

approaches to interviewing. For example, whenever appropriate, probing questions were asked to 

encourage participants to elaborate on the thoughts and information put forth. In addition, when a 

lead was provided by a participant, it was utilized as an opportunity to pursue topics that were 

not anticipated beforehand, or to explore specific areas further. 

 

Out of fifty-five face-to-face interviews conducted, forty-five of them were fully tape-recorded, 

of course after getting the consent of the participating individuals. As far as the remaining ten 

interviews are concerned, our analysis of them was mainly based on the notes taken during the 

interviews and the reporting done immediately after by the ethnographer. It is important note 

here that in a few of these cases, notes taken and provided by ethnographer and the 

supplementary documents provided by the interviewees involving their responses and comments 

related to the interview questions were brought and assessed together.   

 

As any experienced researcher involved in a qualitative research effort would tell, it was a 

continuous, iterative enterprise where the research team have started developing some insights, 

even speculations beginning with the first set of interviews conducted or before. But, it was only 

after the whole interviewing has ended that the researchers were able to give their full attention 

to analysis and writing. The analysis of the interviews proceeded in the following steps. First, all 

audio-taped interviews were transcribed by two individuals into word processing documents. 
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Thus, separate files were created for each and every participant. Second, to conduct a theme-

based, issue-focused analysis, additional files were developed bringing the participants’ 

responses relevant to each of the nine main categories together. Thus, nine large word processing 

documents were created, each containing all responses from the participants to the questions 

falling into that specific category. This process helped provide local integration of the interview 

material. In the meantime, separate files were kept involving direct quotations gleaned from the 

interviews.  Third, the coding categories for answers to the questions falling into the nine 

categories mentioned above were jointly discussed and developed. In many cases, this was a 

straightforward process, while others required a number of iterations before the coding 

categories were considered satisfactory in capturing the diversity and richness of the responses. 

The latter has thus involved more time-consuming debates and efforts before some agreed-upon 

and sufficiently descriptive categories emerged. Then, summary tables were produced based on 

the number of responses falling into each category. Finally, concerted and continuous efforts 

were made to obtain an inclusive integration of the interview material throughout the analysis, 

presentation, and discussion of the findings from this field research.  

 

 

IV. FINDINGS FROM THE FIELD RESEARCH: 

  

Common Practices, Not-So-Common Perspectives: How Corruption is 

Detected/Defined/Differentiated? 

 

As noted in the previous section, three major issues were selected for a closer look within 

content-wise scope of the current paper. The first one places the empirical emphasis on the 

challenge of drawing a boundary, at least tentatively, among different practices depending upon 
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whether and how they were perceived along the continuum of legitimacy vis-à-vis corruption. In 

other words, with the help of a carefully worded question, the participants’ perspective were 

sought after as to whether defining a list of common practices delicately bordering along the line 

of ‘accepted’/‘legitimized’ versus ‘rejected’/’reproached‘ is possible or not. Toward that end, the 

following question was directed to the study participants during the interviewing period of our 

field research:  What types of common practices are not seen as corrupt while they can be 

considered as corrupt (at least potentially)?  

 

Except for fourteen participants who were either not directly asked, or opted for not addressing 

the question at all, study participants have named at least one ‘topic’, while some of them 

throwing out as many as six different ‘subjects’ within the context of aforementioned question. It 

must be added that listening to diverging issues and examples brought up during the interviews 

were as illustrative as the hearing about converging, if not purely common, concerns and cases 

put forward by the participants. Lastly, it can be said that regardless of its content, length of the 

‘list’ in and of itself informative, even intriguing, since it contains more than twenty different 

‘points’ or ‘themes’. 

 

Despite a relatively high degree of variations exhibited throughout the context of this question, it 

was eventually possible to come up with some kind of clustering around most-frequently 

mentioned issues, or themes may be at the expense of ignoring one or two cites scattered across 

the interviews. Here is the top-ten list of ‘common practices that are not seen as corrupt while 

they can be considered as corrupt’, with the frequency of mentions put in the parentheses:115 

 

 Nepotism/Favoritism in Recruiting & Promoting in Public Sector (18) 

                                                           
115 It is important to note here that the terms, or words used to describe and categorize the ‘practices’ mentioned by the 
participants do not necessarily reflect fully their exact legal or scholarly definitions since the primary concern of clustering 
and ensuing analysis is to present the information and insight provided by the interviewed as directly and diligently as 
possible. 
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 Gift Giving-Hospitality Practices Involving Public Employees & Managers (15) 

 Waste, Extravagance & Misuse of Public Resources (14)  

 Rent-Seeking Activities in City Planning & Zoning, Urban Development (13) 

 Public Procurement, Purchasing & Privatization (11) 

 ‘Petty Corruption’: Small Bribes & ‘Facilitative Payments’ (11) 

 Using ‘Middleman’, ‘Strongman’, or ‘Our man’  (10) 

 ‘Legalized Corruption’, Misuse/Abuse of ‘Discretionary’ Power (9) 

 Influence Peddling (6) 

 Conflict of Interest (4)116 

 

Obviously, for many participants in this study the first category concerns, in some cases even 

the single-most important issue mirroring the essential elements of corruption, is related to the 

selection and/or promotion policies and practices of public organizations. Various Turkish 

words, such as ‘iltimas’ (preferential treatment, patronage); ‘kayırmacılık’ (favoritism); ‘adam 

kayırma’ (favoring your man); and ‘kadrolaşma’ (putting cronies/political fellows into 

bureaucratic positions) were interchangeable used by different participants to exemplify 

‘common practices’ that are not seen as corrupt while they can be considered as corrupt’.  

According to one NGO representative:  

 

“Favoritism, favoring your men is not perceived as corruption in Turkey. It is in fact the greatest 

corruption here. Why do I believe so? Well, let’s assume that you purchase a train worth of one 

million dollars. Then, you give it to a machinist who does not have the required knowledge, 

skills. And then the train crashes, derails. What happened to your one million dollars? Gone! (…) 

                                                           
116 It should be noted that a number of ‘practices’, brought up during the interviews by at least one participant in the 
context of this question (but not listed here) include widely-known types of corruption such as embezzlement and extortion. 
Nevertheless, the list gleaned from our field research also contains some other ‘common practices’ in Turkey that may or 
may not be frequently observable in other country contexts, or easily tractable by ‘outsiders’: ‘obligatory’ donations the 
students/their parents are forced to pay during registration in public high schools/universities; ‘bıçak parası’ (when strictly 
translated it means ‘knife money’), which refers to ‘extra’ money doctors ‘receive’ from the patients when they go through a 
medical operation. 
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If you put into bureaucratic positions not-so-smart ones, lazy ones, you are committing the 

biggest corrupt act against the state. Entrusting the task, the state, the people to someone 

incompetent, undeserving is the biggest corruption.” 

 

‘Common practices’ involving gifts, gift-giving, and gift-receiving constituted the second most-

frequently mentioned area in the category under investigation.  While a number of participants 

have brought up different dimensions and examples of the current concern, the following 

response from a scholar captures well some of the issues discussed therein: 

 

“In this country, there has been always a culture of gift (hediye kültürü), a gifting culture 

(hediyeleşme kültürü) in our relations with the state. When you look at some examples from the 

past, you can see practices very limited, well; you can see luxury gifts were not accepted. (…) I 

am talking here about the relations between people who have business with the public (agencies) 

and the managers who are up to the task. Traditionally, it was about bringing a sweet to them or 

taking them to a lunch/dinner. At the beginning, they looked very innocent, but overtime these 

have become a ritual. Today, we are seeing, hearing a lot … if there is a (public) tender, there is 

going to be a dinner in a luxury place before the tender.  Why is it so? For obvious reasons. That 

is the purpose. The things talked about, dealt there … they have become a tradition and a ritual in 

our society. I mean, the society got used to it. Also socially, everybody has started seeing this 

event as normal.”  

 

The third category of ‘common practices’ is about wasting, or otherwise misusing of public 

resources (money, men, materials, and so on) assigned to public officers, which time to time 

ascends to the extravagance, splurge exhibited by them. The latter is frequently referred to as 

‘sultanate in public’ (kamuda saltanat). At a minimum, it involves unnecessary, unwise 

deployment of public resources, which might easily turn into more ominous decisions and acts at 

the expense of public at large. A university administrator explains some subthemes as follows: 
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“We do not perceive public resources as something entrusted to us, something we should 

preserve and protect (…) We tend to use both public resources and public authority with a 

complete arbitrariness. Immediately after becoming a state employee, going to the other side of 

the table from here, she/he perceives herself/himself as the owner of the state. This comes from 

our bureaucratic tradition. They think they can do whatever they desire to do so. Alas, there is 

not such a thing! They need to use public resources and power to produce services properly, 

instead of creating jobs for someone. We are not there yet as a society. I have been administrator 

for the last two years. We are contracting-out services, such as cleaning, and security … A lot of 

people, a lot of names come to or call us…(They refer many names for consideration) ‘Well, he 

is a lonely guy, she is so poor, they are needy’ and so on.  In the end, you fail to voice this: ‘Hey, 

here is not a foundation for social solidarity!’” 

 

Rent-seeking activities in urban planning and development, as well as decisions and actions 

related to city zoning policies, building codes, and so on constituted the forth subheadings in the 

context of ‘yet-to-be-considered-commonly-as-corrupt’ issues. According to an investigative 

journalist:  

 

“Despite the fact that a huge urban rent created via (frequent, undue) changes in city plans, 

ordinances, it is not perceived as corruption in the society. People say ‘there has been an empty 

land there, they have changed its status, and they constructed a building on it. What is wrong 

with it?’. People see it that way. That is how corruption involving urban rent-seeking does not 

trigger any reaction from the society, I think.”  

 

The fifth category of ‘common practices’ include public procurement, purchasing, and 

privatization. For some participants, that is what lies at the heart of the corruption in the country, 

albeit the fact that these incidents are rarely counted as corruption for a variety of reasons. One 



 

 

176 
 
 

 

 

journalist has sharply criticized the ‘irregularities’ and ‘smokes coming out of’ existing public 

procurement/purchasing system in the country as follows: 

 

“I do not trust much public organizations doing a big chunk of public tenders and purchases. 

There exists an array of irregularities, even if some of them cannot be called as outright 

corruption. There has always been partisanship and favoritism in this country, but it was never so 

widespread before. Today, you cannot see much the name of once big contractors of the past, 

they redirected their business to somewhere else, they take their investments to new areas other 

than public tender in part because, it is almost impossible for them to get government contracts, 

in fact it is quite difficult for anybody to do business with government other than those have 

close ties, cozy relationships with the ruling party (AKP-Justice and Development Party). (…) 

When such an exceptional thing occurs, then they make the life very tough for that company, 

they exert mobbing on them, for example by (unnecessarily, indefinitely) delaying their progress 

payments, and so on, they chase them until the very end, until they quit, go out of business.” 

 

The item number six in the list of ‘common practices that are not seen as corrupt while they can 

be considered as corrupt’ might easily be called as a ‘usual suspect’, given the widely-debated 

nature of the topic in academic and political circles for a long time. It seems that some of the 

participants of the current study cite small amount of bribes, facilitative payments as examples of 

actions not considered as corruption by the society at large, while they should be called as such, 

indeed. An illustrative example can be found in the following words belong to an auditor: “Small 

payments in the office of land registry, for example. They are viewed, perceived as normal, 

ordinary things to get things done, to accelerate the process. (…) These types of things have long 

been ‘normalized’, many people are no longer at odds with them.”     

 

Seventh, for a number of study participants, a combination of discretionary power and purposely 

designed regulations can create ample opportunities for corruption, even without carrying high 

risk of getting detected, let alone get tried and punished. A member of parliament from one of 
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the opposition parties explains why he sees ‘legalized corruption’ as the most ominous among 

many types of corruption widely observable in the country: 

 

“If you look at it system-wise, I consider the most dangerous thing as ‘developing regulations 

and institutional structures’ paving the way for corruption. (…) For instance, if you introduce a 

law related with telecommunication through which you lift all the checks there, if you remove all 

the tendering rules, then the corruption can go well beyond a single case, it eventually becomes a 

common rule, it settles down there, stays there long after you have made that change. (…) 

Nowadays, the path for corruption gets cleaned via regulations. This is the most dangerous type. 

There a lot of examples out there, showing how through legal initiatives, through introducing a 

single legal exception, corruption is turned upside down and gets legitimized” 

 

The focus of the eighth subgroup has to do with reflections about state-citizen relations. The 

nature of many interactions occurring almost on a daily basis between public organizations and 

ordinary citizens cannot always be defined as effective or easy. On the contrary, as the number 

and complexity of public service units and transactions increase, so does the difficult 

surrounding ordinary citizens for getting their hands into public organizations, fully grasping 

their structures, rules, plans, and so on. That is where a middleman or a strongman gets involved 

to facilitate the things a bit, accelerate the processes, and so on. According to some study 

participants, these types of involvement, even interference in public affairs, are not considered as 

corruption in the Turkey, which should indeed be counted as nothing more than ‘a bit different’ 

incident of corruption. An inspector working for a government organization explains it this way: 

 

“We all know what is going on. Call it favoritism, nepotism, or corruption, whatever. It is 

something we all benefit from, as long as it is working for us, right? Why? Because, I want to 

solve my problem, I would like to get ahead of you in what we do. For instance, I am searching 

for somebody, calling an acquaintance before going to see a doctor. (…)  You are going to get 

housing permit, there are a lot of things going on there, an array of transactions, regulations, 
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those kinds of stuff. What are you going to do? You look for the help, you demand support from 

a friend, a relative to help you out, to get things done for you.” 

 

  

In the subcategory number nine, six participants have cited ‘influence peddling’ among the 

types of actions that were not considered corruption in the country, despite its corrupt 

dimensions. One academician working on public ethics and corruption has lamented on the 

situation as follows: 

 

“We usually call what we see as embezzlement. There are specific provisions about it in criminal 

codes. They have sanctions embedded therein. Nevertheless, there are some other things leading 

towards corruption, things that are not-so-visible, detectable, some supportive, facilitative 

elements. For instance, influence peddling, we do not see it much, despite it exists widely, in part 

because its detection is difficult. But we know it very clearly and say ‘he has the power and does 

that, she has the influence and gets this done.’ In fact, this is the most widespread thing.” 

 

Finally, for four interviewees, ‘conflict of interest’ is yet to get a closer public scrutiny as 

occurrences of corruption. Beyond that, many participants suggested a diverse set of 

behaviors/actions to be included in the list of ‘common practices that are not seen as corrupt 

while they can be considered as corrupt’, in addition to those have already cited above. Among 

them are:  

 Political use/abuse of social assistance programs to manipulate the political 

preferences/votes of the poor folks;  

 Tolerating the building of many gecekondus (shanty houses, slams) on public lands in 

and around metropolitan cities;   

 Almost automated overtime payments made to some public servants regardless of 

whether they actually worked those extra hours;  
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 Frequent pardons issued by subsequent governments lifting/discounting taxes, traffic 

fines;  

 The use/abuse of public vehicles by public employees and/or their family members for 

private purposes/travels;  

 Imposing on private individuals or companies ‘donations’ to public organization-

affilitiated ‘quasi-foundations’ to get a service, license or government contract; specific 

versions of which involve ‘encouraging’ government contractors to ‘donate’ to some 

foundations/associations preferred by politicians & bureaucrats; 

 Selective enforcement of rules to sanction not-so-friendly media companies;  

 Actions or transactions involving certainly a type of favoritism wherein the actors 

committing to them do not get monetary/material benefits; 

 Gift cards, free vacations, and other promotional benefits provided by the drug 

companies/distributors to medical doctors; and   

 Goodies, extractions (sometimes amounting to extortions!) attached to transactions of 

private companies doing business with public agencies and municipalities.  

 

It is fair to say that the participants have presented a strong case and ample amount of 

evidence, exemplifying the existence of a set of perspectives and practices that seem to make 

the boundaries between corrupt and not-so-corrupt behaviors/actions much porous and 

problematic. These findings can also be interpreted as the nature of challenge vis-à-vis 

describing, detecting, and deterring corruption in such a country context.  

 

 

The Role of Social and Cultural Norms in the Existence and Endurance of Corruption: 

 

One of the main issues our field research aimed to deal with has to do with the question of 

whether and to what extent social-cultural norms influence the existence/endurance of corrupt 

behaviors in political and administrative system of the country. In order to gather information 
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and insight on this issue, the following question was directed to the study participants during the 

interviews:  Do you think that persistence of corruption has a cultural explanation? For 

instance, what is the role of social and cultural norms in continuation of corruption?  

 

Approximately two-third of the respondents opted for an answer that in one way or another 

paves the way for assigning a role for social-cultural norms in understanding the continuation of 

corruption in the country. While three participants vehemently oppose the idea of relating the 

existence/endurance of corruption to socio-cultural norms, responses from four participants were 

highly ambivalent/ambiguous to dwell on, which were eventually left out of current analysis.  

Having said this, it is important to note here that those choosing the answer the question 

affirmatively (i.e., giving a role to socio-cultural norms in explaining corruption), presented their 

perspectives regarding ‘cultural explanation’ in such a wide window, definitely deserving a 

careful categorization and commentary in and of itself.  

 

Leaving aside such short affirmative answers as “yes, definitely.”, “of course, without cultural 

support, corruption cannot endure so long.”, “yes, cultural dimension is important”, “I believe 

cultural-social norms facilitate corruption.”, a great majority of responses put out in the context 

of this question, can be divided into four major categories. Chief among them are the ones 

emphasizing the formation-deformation of socio-cultural patterns (and pathologies) in the long 

run. One of the public auditors used an interesting metaphor to explain his position on the issue: 

 

“I tend to think of corruption as a systematic concept. Corruption is not one-shot thing. It is like a 

vampire tied into the arteries of public in a regular and continuous basis. (…) I am talking about 

the thing we are struggling against, called corruption; a giant monster. The most dangerous of it 

is the one that exhibits continuity, even establishing congruence/conformity with some moral 

values, furthermore legalized type of corruption.”   
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The response from another participant also highlights the long-term perspective of culture:  

 

“A pattern of behavior, both in the individuals and societies cannot be formed overnight, it is a 

product of many years, even centuries (…) Consciousness about corruption, culture of corruption 

is not a product of one day, one month, or a year: It is accumulation of many years, even 

centuries.”   

 

In other words, some participants tend to attribute the continuation of corruption in the country to 

some historical-cultural roots, evidenced in such cultural artifacts as idioms, sayings, slangs, and 

so on. If there is no socio-cultural dimension, the reasoning goes, how come does the society 

have so many expressions, idioms, sayings etc. related with corruption, many of which confirm, 

if not condone or commend, corrupt characters/behaviors?  For instance, a former local council 

member currently working as customs consultant asserts that:  

 

“It (bribing) was widespread during the Ottoman Era, and was not much treated as abnormal, 

almost the same can be said about today; it means that it is ingrained in this culture. If you are in 

a position to receive a bribe and you decline it, you might be considered as fool.”  

 

Interestingly enough, some participants have mentioned this line from Fuzuli, one of the greatest 

Azeri-Turkish poets, who had lived between late 15
th

. Century, until 1556: “Selam verdim, rüşvet 

değildir diye almadılar: I have given salute, but they have not received it because it was not a 

bribe.” Other examples frequently given in this context include the following:  
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“Minareyi çalan, kılıfını hazırlar: Who steals the minaret will have a cover ready (the devil looks 

after his own)”;  

“Devletin malı deniz, yemeyen domuz:  Common goods/ public property are open to everyone: 

one that doesn’t steal is stupid/pig”; 

“Bal tutan parmağını yalar: One holding the honey jar licks his/her finger (Who has something 

to do with a big deal will always draw some benefit)”; 

“Kaz gelecek yerden, tavuk esirgenmez: Don’t hold on to your chicken if you are to receive a 

goose in return (Throw out a sprat to catch a mackerel)”. 

 

Equally, if not more, important is the political-administrative aspects of socio-cultural norms and 

their influence on state-citizen relations. Many participants have tended to explain the 

existence/endurance of corruption in the country through some components of dominant 

political-administrative culture inherited from ‘our predecessors’. In the words of one participant 

working for an NGO:  

 

“There is highly authoritarian, statist, and centralized political-administrative structure in this 

country. (...) The mutual positioning of state and society is a lot different from the West. (…) We 

have a strong political culture based on glorification, even deification of the state. People pay a 

significant amount of taxes in this country. They should have a more say about what the state has 

done or will do (…) because, it is not just related with corruption, but it also is the essence of 

democracy.” 

 

 Similarly, an academician compares the administrative culture of East and West, and attributes 

the ‘arbitrariness’ frequently found in the former to the cultural artifacts:  
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“Remember, I have mentioned before, Farabi, Eastern Tradition, where ruling is closely 

identified with the ruler.  In other words, nobody says ‘let’s establish a good system so that 

regardless of who comes to power, it functions well’. We are not much worried about it. We 

have kept thinking and talking that ‘rulers should be fair’; we have always hoped that with a just 

ruler, everything is going to be fine. We have always dwelled on this idea; we have connected 

this idea/ideal to a single person, which is prime minister, nowadays. (…) We have taken some 

systems from the West, but culturally still are attributing many great responsibilities to a grand 

persona. (…) Then comes this leadership culture and the leaders’ perceiving of ownership of the 

entire country, arbitrary (whimsical) use of their power in all areas left to their responsibility.”  

 

Echoing similar sentiments, an inspector dwells on the ‘historical background’ of corruption as it 

relates to the ‘state tradition’ in Turkey:  

 

“We know that Turkish state tradition is based on a Patrimonial perspective. It is quite different 

from Weberian legal-rational bureaucracy developed in the West. The latter requires patrimonial 

relations, which means that you get protection in exchange for obedience.  This bureaucratic 

culture inherited from the Ottoman Empire into Turkish Republic continues to assert itself even 

today. (…) If you look at the foibles of Turkish bureaucracy in terms of being vulnerable to 

corruption, you can see a clan culture, favoritism based on origins, regions, and so on … these 

frailties, I think, create an atmosphere for corruption, such an environment stimulates, lashes 

corrupt behaviors.”   

 

The second category can be defined as “mixing and mingling of past and present”, or 

“continuation of some old traditions in new forms and formats”. Responses placed in this 
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category do not lend themselves to an easy identification with neither the past, nor the present: 

They are evolving around past, as much as they point out the perceptions regarding realities of 

today. In other words, perspectives were divided even among themselves between continuities 

and discontinuities. For instance, an experienced public auditor sees a problem in the way people 

not seeing a problem in benefitting/profiting from the common resources, resources of the state:  

 

“In my opinion, getting something extra from the state, receiving freebees from the state is 

perceived, by and large, perfectly normal. Therefore, we should change this perception 

culturally. (…) Because of the prevalent view of the state, picking and stealing something from 

the state isn’t necessarily conceived as such a bad thing. This belief should be wiped out. 

Otherwise, this is turned into a very wrong building stone/infrastructure for future corrupt 

behaviors.”    

 

Similarly, a scholar explains how the tradition of largess (baksheesh, or bahşiş) might turn into 

something else: 

 

“There is a baksheesh tradition here. We like tipping the people who serve us. Culturally it is 

something common, prevalent. Nevertheless, if this turns around and becomes something of 

‘handing out gratuities everywhere’, then it gets out of hand. (…) When the person who is 

accustomed to leaving a tip for waiters in a restaurant does the same thing when he/she goes to 

office of land registry, then the things go out of hand, go out of control. That is why I am 

insisting that something is rooted in our culture; something comes way back from our cultural 

traditions.”  

 

http://www2.zargan.com/tr/page/search?Text=baksheesh
http://www2.zargan.com/tr/page/search?Text=baksheesh
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A subcategory identifiable within the second category brings together perspectives reflecting 

upon the ongoing changes or clashes in the social-cultural norms. According to one academic: 

 

 “There is no corruption in our traditional culture, per se. Nevertheless, during the transition 

period from feudalism to capitalist system, those traditional norms and values have been severely 

attacked as ‘old-fashion’, or ‘outdated’ for the sake of capital accumulation which resulted in 

their collapse, paving way for spreading out of corruption. Thus, those values that were not 

causes corruption in the past have overtime become a feeding pipe for contemporary corruption. 

“   

  

A real-estate company owner makes a similar observation, underlying the changes in the system: 

“Eyeing for more popular votes, some politicians have overtime turned other way many times 

when illegal practices occurred. Pardoning of irregularities-illegalities, favoritism, partisanships 

etc., many practices, have brought along cultural degeneracy, corruption.”    

 

A state auditor puts her opinion on the matter as follows:  

 

“Cultural and social norms are influential in continuation of corruption. (…) For instance, 

demanding or receiving bribes, or getting privilege might become a social rule. In such an 

atmosphere, those with ill-gotten gains are received as smart and business-savvy, while those 

persons getting by with probity and integrity can be called as not-so-savvy, or even fool.”   

 

According to another public auditor:  
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“Certainly, there is cultural explanation for the continuation of corruption.  In my view, 

corruption might start with economic, political, and psychological … reasons, but its 

continuation or increase does not stem from the same reasons. If the cultural environment and the 

widely-held values condemn corruption, it is less likely that corruption survives therein, let alone 

increasing.  If there is structure wherein the sense of justice and fairness prevails, it is more than 

likely that corruption remains a minor issue.” 

 

An inspector/investigator working for one of line ministries has also emphasized the changing 

nature of ‘the cultural’, and its relations with the notion of fair-just society: 

 

“You cannot prevent corruption when your moral values are eroded, your system moves 

haltingly, and thief & inauspicious became coveted persons! The main problem is to establish a 

society which shares fairly and justly. If people do not believe that haves did get what they have 

fairly, then you cannot convince those folks in living and behaving fairly, justly. This is indeed a 

very simple rule.” 

 

The responses falling into the third major category, on the other hand, consist of a much broader 

set of perceptions about the culture in general, and its relations with corruption in specific. For 

instance, some respondents equate culture with the level of economic development and 

democracy, and then attribute the existence of corruption in the country to the lack of one or 

another, or both. Inputs such as “Of course, it (corruption) is something related with the level of 

culture. You cannot see such a thing in civilized countries.”, or “There is no corruption in those 

countries that have advanced democracies” exemplify these kind of opinions.  In a similar line, 
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some participants pointed out the diverging performances of similar, if not same, institutions 

established across various countries (e.g., across EU member and candidate countries), which 

they claim is easily attributable to variations in social-cultural norms and values. Still others cite 

the importance of such factors as the level of illiteracy in the society, the rise of consumption 

culture, the degenerating/degrading of traditional cultural values in connection with the influence 

of social-cultural factors on the existence or continuation of corruption in Turkey. Finally, a 

number of participants suggest tracing back of some corruption-related occurrences in today’s 

Turkish Society to ‘Toy’ tradition in old-Turkic communities and ‘pillage culture’ of nomads. 

Similarly, there were those who attributed the modern-day corruption to ‘Oriental slyness and 

laziness’, along with ‘fatalistic’ or ‘community-oriented, collectivist’ nature of Turkish culture, 

as opposed to individualistic culture prevalent in the West.  

 

As mentioned at the beginning of this subsection, three of the study participants did not join the 

rest in conceiving a role for social and cultural norms in the existence and/or continuation of 

corruption. One of them, a public inspector has reasoned that: “Perception of corruption begins 

when cultural and social norms start losing their values.”, A scholar working on ethics, on the 

other hand, has taken a critical stance on the issue:  

 

“Cultural and social norms never say ‘go, get corrupted!’. They direct people to just to do 

otherwise. Well, when we mention ethical values, sometimes the audience starts muttering, 

asking why I haven’t given much examples from Turkish-Islamic tradition and history. My 

brother, you had already forgotten them; if you observe them in your life and practice, then there 

is no need for this ethics stuff to be on our agenda! We put those (verses, sayings etc.) on the 

wall as nice slogans, we put them into our speech, but when we do our job, we still look after our 

interests.”  
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The third ‘opposing’ person, a state auditor, has the following words to explain his position on 

the matter:   

 

“Obviously, I do not want to attribute it to difficult-to-change factors such as culture and 

traditions. I find that the explanation being rather more robust than the problem (corruption) is 

because the system is established this way. This type of reasoning is also more optimistic, since 

implicit in it the idea that if we direct correctly, if we do right things, it is not such an 

unchangeable thing!” 

 

To sum up, a significant portion of the study participants tend to think that social and cultural 

norms exert influence in the existence and/or endurance of corruption. Yet, the participants differ 

widely on such matter as defining the components of the culture, the ways, means, and degrees 

of influencing, and so on. That is why the opinions and comments of the study participants vis-à-

vis the role of social and cultural norms in the conceiving and/or continuation of corruption in 

the country have examined in four different yet related categories.  

 

Toward Normalization & Banalization of Corruption? Ways and Means of Excusing, 

Justifying, or Legitimizing It!  

 

The third major theme of the current paper resonates with, but goes well beyond, the 

perspectives and positions presented in the two previous subsections. In fact, the information and 

insight provided by the participants in response to one specific question bring together some 

additional ethnographic evidence that might be knitted into the already presented ones to help 
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seeing the whole picture better. The main question directed to the interviewees in this context 

read as follows: How is corruption in the country legitimated/legitimized? The question was 

intended to understand thoughts and opinions of the study participants as to whether and to what 

extent corruption is explained and justified. May be more importantly, the issue of how, through 

what kind of ‘reasoning’ and ‘explanation’, or ‘excusing’ corrupt behaviors happened to get 

normalized and banalized proved to be very crucial along the whole process.  

 

Apparently, responses such as “Well, I doubt that corruption is directly and completely 

legitimized at all.”; “It is legitimized through individuals’ conscious.”; “Corruption in Turkey is 

legitimized through assembling/covering it with materials that are reminiscent of good, nice 

things.”; “Thieves do think of their actions in a negative perspective, they always find a 

justification for what they do.” do not lend themselves to any kind of easy categorization, or 

meaningful analysis.  Nevertheless, it was possible in the end to identify six distinct yet 

somehow related subcategories upon a careful analysis of the responses collected from the 

related parts of the interview materials.  

 

The first category is named after a popular expression increasingly used in Turkey (especially 

after corruption scandals of December 2013): “Çalıyorlar ama çalışıyorlar.” (They are stealing 

but they are working). It refers to the notion that those in power are indeed involved in 

corruption, yet, they are performing well, provide for the populace, then, it is OK. Said 

differently, at least some segments of the society are not much worried about corruption of the 

rulers, as long as they overall run the country, city, company and so on, effectively, productively. 

Many participants, one way or another, have pointed out this short, yet increasingly popular 

saying in their responses. For instance, a manager of an NGO specialized in anticorruption 

explains the situation from his perspective as follows:  

 

“My brother, the man eats but he is also working. The general attitude of the society is like that. 

This is a bad approach, indeed. In this way, they accept your corruption, bribery, misuse etc. 
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from the very beginning. He can rip off when he gets things done, or he can steal, so long as he 

does the job.”  

 

Another participant, an inspector/investigator working for a central organization has lamented 

that:  

“People culturally legitimize corruption, so to speak, by tolerating, if not vehemently defending 

some certainly dishonest people on the grounds that they are producing; they are performing 

well, although the latter are working for themselves.  That is the biggest woe, in my opinion.”  

 

A journalist reflects upon a similar thinking:  

 

“The logic of ‘Well brother, this man is getting things done. I do not care if he steals.’  He is 

well-rooted in the society, anyhow. (…) Managers can also serve with honesty. However, there 

is no such an expectation in the society. Bring the service to me, however you do it, I do not pay 

attention to it.”  

 

 

It suffices here to put as the last example the views of an MP from an opposition party:  

 

“They see that those in power are stealing, but in part because they are also benefitting from it in 

the form of getting food assistance, free coal for heating, and so on, they do not file a petition for 

complaining, they do not hold them to account. There is even this widely held rumor (view) 

‘Well, what we can do? Others before them have also stolen. They, (the current ones), are at least 

sharing (giving out) some of it.”    

 

The second major category of responses can be defined as ‘corruption-in-rotation’, or 

‘corruption shift’.  It refers to a mindset, or a perspective about the use of (discretionary) power 

to please ‘our’ family & friends first. It is rooted mainly in a particularistic world view, reflecting 
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a certain dose of favoritism. What might be considered as new here is the evidence showing its 

widespread existence in the minds and hearts of some people when it comes to ‘excuse’, or 

‘justify’ even outright corruptive attitudes and behaviors. The thinking proceeds somewhat like 

this: ‘It is our turn. Therefore, we have the right to expect from ‘our party’/’our government’ 

some special, preferential treatment. ‘They’ have discriminated against us in the past. Thus, we 

now need to benefit from some positive discrimination. That is how governments are run and 

things get done here; do not be shy about it!”   Of course, this hypothetic paragraph does not 

necessarily fully reflect the calculated logic of people’s involvement in or tolerance for 

corruption. Yet, it was intended to help visualizing the proxy picture developed based on the 

information and insight shared during the interviews. Below are two sets of excerpts from 

interviews with two auditors/inspectors working for two different public organizations: 

 

“When those, who think that they were insulted/injured in the past because of their 

ideological/political affiliations, come to the power start asserting that the disadvantages they 

had to incur in their past should be removed. They think: we were treated unjustly in the past, we 

have faced a lot of negativities, therefore, you should now find ways of doing positive 

discrimination for us. For example, you can find this kind of situation across the municipalities. 

We heard some local council members squeeze mayors about this, saying that ‘you should first 

protect us, take care of us, allow us involve in some corruption so we can get to the point zero, 

until we can come to a normal point, then we can act/behave fairly. Yet, that point zero, 

breakeven point is never seized, never reached.”     

 

“The society see it almost an entitlement deserved for those in the power. ‘If they are in power, 

they would bring along their men, they would give priority to their cronies, why should they 

work with others?’ We say, brother, what if the other guys are more qualified, more experienced 
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for those tasks? They reply, ‘that is not important. Things move alone, anyway. State is not 

collapsing, it will not collapse, do not worry too much about it’.” 

 

The third category of excuses or justifications might be called as ‘combination of need and 

greed’, or ‘company of the needy and greedy.’ Alternatively, it can be called as ‘nitty-gritty of 

anticorruption’ partly because responses falling into this category point to the dynamics of or the 

driving forces behind the sustaining of corruption in the country. These dynamics bring people 

from very bottom of the society along with those in higher echelons together, as if they have 

formed a coalition for abstaining from openly arguing against corruption, even getting involved 

in it, individually or as a group.  The following response from a scholar, for example, points to 

the not-so-desirable salaries of public employees:  

 

“Government does not give me sufficient/satisfactory salary, then, what will I do? Am I going to 

live starving? How about my family, my children? Well, I would do it (corruption) as well. Or, 

he/she looks around and says: ‘those on the top are doing it’, ‘if they do so, then I would do it.’ 

Legitimization usually works its course something like this. (…) ‘Even pious people are involved 

in it. They might be reasoning this way: ‘Come on man, those on the top, whom I can relate 

to/associate with, are doing just this. They must know something (better than me). ”  

  

A state auditor, on the other hand, emphasizes how a different kind of coalition can be formed 

between some citizens and politicians:  

 

“Citizens already think it as their rights to get something from the state. Therefore, citizens do 

not consider politicians’ or bureaucrats’ involvement in corruption—unless it is really too big, 
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outrageous—as big deal, because they themselves are somewhat in it. For example, forty, fifty 

percent of residential estates do not have proper licenses, permits.”    

 

Key responses grouped into the fourth category highlight economic growth, urbanization, and 

political changes witnessed in Turkey in the last decade or so, and emphasize the need for 

patience, even a bit of tolerance when it comes to corruption.  In other words, what some 

participants have said is tantamount to arguing for this: during what might be called as ‘period 

of transition and transformation’, people should not get so though on corruption, a certain 

degree of lenience, even mercy might be useful.  As put one of the participants: “It (corruption) 

gets legitimized, because…I will return to the point I have been making earlier. It is Turkey’s 

developing country status, cravings of people for wealth. That is the main reason.” A corollary 

to the fourth category mentioned here, (or may be a subgroup within it) is a more conservative, 

‘ethereal’ version of ‘lenience’ or silence (if not outright support) toward corruption. One of the 

chief inspectors working for a central government board of inspection has put growingly 

prevalent attitude of this kind in this way: 

 

“There is this ascertainment made by some people involved in a religious congregation (cemaat) 

that ‘We used to be busy with (worshipping) praying through rosary, now we are 

counting/calculating money.’ Why? Because, they want to provide (members of) their 

congregation (cemaat) with better conditions, standards of living. There is nothing wrong with it, 

it is not necessarily corruption, per se. But what if these guys set aside some public contracts for 

this purpose. Is it still not corruption? Well, they tend to legitimize this by arguing that ‘it is not 

enough to be strong faith-wise, you should also be strong in materialistically (money-wise) as 

well!” 

 

The fifth category emerges from the interviews as to create/confirm the mundane, everyday 

occurrence of corruption as a common, widely happening thing, which in turn contributes to 
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banality, normality of it. Briefly told, a type of reasoning, or an escape clause employed by some 

people can be presented something like ‘since it is everywhere, since everybody does it, then 

there is nothing extraordinary, nothing to be worried or be shameful about it!”. Responses from 

various participants such as the following point to the widespread use of some 

justification/excuse on the way towards normality/banality of corruption:  “First of all, there is 

this view of ‘Well, I am not the only one doing it, everybody does it.’ Let’s assume that you are 

getting middleman when you are recruiting, everybody does just that, it is perfectly normal.” It is 

everywhere partly because some people start thinking like ‘everybody does it, why should not I?’ 

then the sector gets growing!” According to an investigative journalist: “It gets accumulated, 

massive. Then, it gets legitimized, nobody reacts against it. That is what is going on in Turkey 

now. There is an unbelievable insensitivity (indifference) towards corruption, some of the people 

do not react because they are sick and tired of it, and others remain silent because they are 

benefitting from it. Thus, nothing changes, everything remains the same. ” 

 

The sixth category involves a critical stance toward the way corruption-related issues and 

debates are subsided, hid from the public at large by those in power. In other words, some 

participants have harshly criticized the increasing polarization among people along political-

ideological lines lest this allows the current ruling elites to conceal, even cover-up their corrupt 

policies and practice. For example, a retired journalist maintains that: 

 

“Consequences of corruption bear heavily on the economy, on the polity, and on the morality as 

well. (…) you can take the society to a point where your one shot alcoholic drink is perceived as 

a big perverseness, whereas stealing the orphan’s share is absolutely not considered as something 

against morality and religion. (…) People might start paying more attention to the former, 

instead of the latter. Polarization, manipulating the masses and some other illusions are thus 

desperately needed for the sake of maintaining system, of keep the wheel working.”  
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V. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

As stated at the very beginning of this article, the current study, on which this paper is based, can 

be considered as one of the initial research efforts attempting to utilize ethnographic approaches 

toward better understanding of local perceptions and perspectives regarding different dimensions 

of corruption in Turkey. Although our field research in its entirety has covered as many as nine 

broad thematic areas, our main focus here was on three different but related research issues.  

 

First, our study has attempted to see whether and how definitions and delineations regarding 

corrupt behaviors are ‘rightly’ understood and ‘widely’ accepted in the larger society. In other 

words, we have intended to assess the existence/non-existence of various types of common 

practices in the country that are not seen a corrupt while they should be considered as corrupt. 

The findings indicate that there exist a wide-range of practices in the country that were not 

collectively treated as such. As detailed in the previous section, the study participants have 

pointed out altogether more than twenty such practices. In the order of frequency, favoritism in 

recruitment and promotion of public employees, practices regarding gifts and hospitality, and 

wasting, misusing public resources have topped the list, the rest are following them in a 

descending order. It is reasonable to claim that the length and content of the list might be 

interpreted as a strong signal as to the porous and problematic nature of the boundaries between 

corrupt and not-so-corrupt behaviors/actions in the society. Alternatively, it might be suggested 

that an array of corrupt practices have become so well ingrained in many different sectors and 

institutions of the state and society to such an extent that they are no longer treated with any kind 

of public outrage, to say the least.  Furthermore, the emergence of this kind of a list, in and on 

itself, can be conceived as an alarming indication toward the treatment of many corrupt acts at 

least in some circles of the society as ‘open secrets’, “(S)ecrets in the sense that they are 

excluded from formal or official discourse; but they are open in the sense that they are familiar 
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and referred to in idioms and language games, though these often require explanation for 

outsiders.” (Ledeneva, 2011: 725, original italics).  

 

It must also be noted here that some of the items listed in the scope of the issue under 

investigation (e.g., favoritism in recruitment and promotion of public employees, corruption in 

public tenders and purchasing, and corrupt behaviors involving urban development/city 

planning) were also highly rated in the context of another question whose responses were not 

materialized in the preparation of the current paper, namely ‘most common and costly forms of 

corruption in the country’. This is an intriguing finding in the sense that same issues/sectors were 

pointed out by the same group of participants in two different occasions during the interviews. 

One way of interpreting this could be such that the people in our study sample are decidedly 

pointing to a number of corruption-ridden areas in the country, emphasizing nonetheless the 

possibility that majority of people in the country may not see the things in the same way as the 

‘experts’ do.  Another way of looking at this finding is to treat it as yet another evidence of 

`mixing and mingling of` boundaries between formal and informal on one hand, and between 

corrupt behaviors and legitimate interest-seeking activities, on the other.   

 

Secondly, our study has aimed to understand whether and to what degree the people in our 

sample envision a role for dominant social and cultural norms of the society vis-à-vis corruption 

in the country. It is safe to assert that a great majority of the interviewees tended to assign a 

crucial role for social and cultural norms in the existence and/or continuation of corruption in the 

country. While the study participants have differed in their definitions and discussions regarding 

the scope and content of ‘social-cultural norms’, they have nonetheless been keen on attributing 

a rather bleak role, sometimes even pivotal culpability to the extant social and cultural norms and 

values. The overall picture emerging from the interviews as to the role of social and cultural 

dimensions of corruption cannot and should not be seen as a bright one. Worry-some signals 
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should especially be saved for those vehemently defending anticorruption policy proposals that 

are heavily, if not exclusively, focus on legal-institutional tools and tactics in preventing or 

reducing corruption. In other words, widely-held assumptions about corruption and frequently 

employed approaches toward anticorruption originating from principal-agent theories may not be 

effective in country contexts such as the one under investigation (cf.  Persson et al. 2012). It is 

not to suggest that those theories and approaches currently dominating academic and policy 

circles were negated by our findings, or there is no room for improving legal-institutional 

framework of anticorruption in the country. It is to say that more broadly defined sets of 

theoretical perspectives (including ethnographic, sociological and   historical ones) and a better 

nuanced and contextualized anticorruption approaches and policies should be brought to the table 

in the future debates and designs (cf.  Torsello, 2011).  

 

Thirdly, we have inquired about the extent of ‘banalization-normalization’ tendencies of corrupt 

behaviors in the country by way of delving into local ‘excuses’ or ‘explanations’, that might be 

tantamount to ‘justifying’ or ‘legitimatizing’ such behaviors in the society over the course of a 

certain period. It was possible to cluster into six sub categories the majority of responses from 

the study participants to the main question of ‘how is corruption in the country 

legitimated/legitimized?’. While some the response categories can be treated as widely 

observable many country contexts, almost universally, others might better be considered as more 

if not purely country, or context-specific. For instance, it is more than likely that a process of 

normalization or banalization of corruption centered on the ‘everybody does it’ type of 

justification might be said to exist in many different countries or cultural contexts. If in a country 

‘any self-interested actor’ would reason like: ‘well, if everybody seems corrupt, why shouldn’t I 

be corrupt’,  then it is reasonable to suggest that “in a context in which corruption is expected 

behavior, monitoring devices and punishment regimes should be largely ineffective since there 

will simply be no actors that have incentive to hold corrupt officials accountable.”  (Persson et 

al. 2012: 9). Similarly, the use and misuse of low salaries of public servants in explaining, even 
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excusing their involvement in corruption has long been in circulation across different polities and 

policies, although social-cultural contexts and practices may significantly differ in terms of how 

it has been conceived and communicated commonly.117 

 

On the other hand, it can be reasonably argued that some of the categories identified in the 

previous section within the context of normalizing-legitimizing corruption reflect a high degree 

of culture/country specific tones. It is interesting to note, for example, that the expression 

“Çalıyorlar ama çalışıyorlar.” (They are stealing but they are working) has been in use for years, 

nonetheless its visibility (and viability) has increased after 2013 corruption scandals. A quick 

online search with the help of existing search engines would reveal the wide-ranged use of this 

now-common expression across mainstream journalistic pieces as well as popular social media 

outlets. Similarly, some elements of the views and anecdotes presented within the scope of 

second, fourth and sixth categories identified above are very much traceable in the political and 

popular debates intensified in the last fourteen months or so. For example, the use-misuse of 

political fragmentation and polarization in the context of corruption claims and counterclaims 

were in fact heavily involved `rationales`/`excuses` that were previously identified and discussed 

by some of our study participants during the interviews we have conducted.118 

                                                           
117 One of the studies cited earlier has utilized a local expression commonly used by public employees in Turkey as one of 
the `evidences` of  `cultural ‘infrastructure` in the country: `Bu kadar maaşa bu kadar iş’, which can be roughly translated to 
English language as  ‘So much work for this much salary’. Özsemerci, 2005, s. 10-11. 

 

118 At this point, it might be interesting to translate a related piece from a local newspaper. The columnist Ahmet Hakan 
asks in his column today this question: Why are they (conservative muslims) so silent in the face of corruption? He continues 
as follows: “The other day, it was asked in a setting: ‘Why religious folks who should scream against corruption are so 
speechless? (about it recently)’ I said ‘there are two hundred fifty to reasons for that.’ ‘Let’s start naming them’ the audience 
remarked, and I have started enumerating. 0 They know that when they believe in (that) corruption (has in fact happened), 
then their current disposition will fall apart, that is why they choice not to believe (corruption). “Zafer, Egemen, 
Muammer…(The former ministers whose names were involved in 2013 corruption scandals, after which they had to resign 
from their posts. The trios have gone through a parliamentary investigation about their alleged role in corrupt actions….) the 
religious folks find some comfort in the fact that these personalities do not have conservative background. They say ‘Well, 
we have come to power …Are we going to lose this magnificent acquisition for wrist watch worth of 700,000 US Dollars?’ 
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Results from our field research has enabled us to identify and present a set of ethnographic 

evidences about the entrenched and enduring characteristics of corruption in Turkey. In essence, 

the findings reported in this paper have indicated the porous and problematic nature of conceived 

boundaries that are indeed inclusive of a number of common practices situated right along the 

river of corruption. Equally important are the perceived role of social and cultural norms in the 

existence and continuation of corruption in the country, along with popularity of an interesting 

set of `excuses` or ` explanations` frequently coming to the help those involved in justifying or 

legitimizing their corrupt behaviors.  Arguably, their combined effects might be traced back to 

the resilience of corrupt individuals and practices across time and place, along with the silence of 

the majority of citizens in the country.  

 

Having said this, a number of cautionary remarks must be noted here. Chief among them is the 

need for invoking usual caveats here concerning the hardships of conducting a field research 

about corruption, a complex phenomenon which does not lend itself to wide and complete 

observations/examinations. Also, it should be noted that our study sample are consist of people 

`experts` who have long have been investigating, studying, and/or reporting corruption. They 

might be more keen on talking about, may be more `sensitized` toward the main issues covered 

by the study than a random sample of common citizens might prefer to so. Equally important is 

our intention to avoid offering ready-made analyses and quick solutions about the ongoing 

political debate in the country emerged after December 17-25, 2013 corruption scandals and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
(The wrist watch issue was among the allegations leveled against one of the former ministers, namely Mr. Zafer Çağlayan in 
that he got this expensive gift from Reza Zarrab, a businessman involved in gold trading with Iran, who was also among those 
arrested initially but released and got off the hook later).  They think like this: ‘If the Captain (Erdoğan) says something, he 
must know something. What remains in our part to do is just obedience.’ They have also this reasoning: ‘Well, if so many 
hodjas, alims (religious intellectuals), sheiks say ‘there is nothing there, let’s everybody mend his/her business’ and they get 
away with it, then we are safe, as well.’…I have continued to count on …then; those in the audience stopped me by saying: 
That is more than enough, OK. We got it.” (Hürriyet, print edition, January 24, 2015, p. 4)  
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probes. It is for sure that much can be said about them, may be in another paper in the future, 

after the dust and cloud surrounding them is moved and removed a bit.  
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1 Introduction 

Studies on the determinants of corruption show that a strong civil society is one of the most 

relevant elements conducive to control of corruption. There is increased consensus that effective 

anti-corruption efforts involve the bottom-up participation of citizens (Johnston 2014) and 

several studies suggest that effective administrative capacity of the state is substantially 

advanced only when “social groups and individuals that are affected by state policies cooperate 

‘from below’”(Carbone and Memoli 2015, 8). Taken together, these notions stress the 

importance of the relationship between democratization and control of corruption (Vaz Mondo 

2014), as has also been consistently verified through large sample quantitative analyses 

(Treisman 2007)(Themudo 2013) (Mungiu-Pippidi 2014).   

However, research is still needed on the precise manner in which civil society can realize its 

effect on improved control of corruption outcomes in the context of regimes that have 

experienced, or are still undergoing, democratic transitions. If authoritarian rule inhibits civil 

society from counterbalancing abuses of power, then overcoming corruption during the process 

of political liberalization must imply an evolution in the perceptions and attitudes of individuals 

regarding their role vis-à-vis the state and developing the agency to hold authorities to account. 

This can happen because during regime transitions rules become the object of contestation, 

opening up the opportunities for actions that may have been previously unavailable (O’Donnell 

and Schmitter 1986) (O’Donnell 1999). Furthermore, as (Tarrow 1994) has suggested, changes 

in political opportunity structure generate incentives for collective action.  

However, what has not yet been sufficiently researched is the manner in which the institutions, 

behavioural patterns and forms of interaction among social groups that have been inherited from 

the authoritarian regime determine the pathways of social change possible during and after the 

transition. More specifically, we need a better understanding of how authoritarian rule shapes the 

expectations of citizens when engaging with state officials and what implications this has for the 
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ability of the former to demand accountability from the latter. For example, where clientelism 

was an important mechanism of authoritarian control, the question is how do subordinated 

people make the transition from clients to citizens that is needed to enable the emergence of an 

active civil society? (J. Fox 2011).  

In aiming to establish a link between citizens’ actions and control of corruption, rather than 

focusing on the accountability of elected government actors, this article concentrates on the 

relationships between communities and state officials. It is in these interactions that most 

instances of corruption take place and, furthermore, where regular patterns of citizen-state 

interactions are established and can be observed. This is in line with the approach taken by 

Jonathan Fox (2007), who has suggested the idea of “transitions to accountability” which 

explores how states become more accountable through cycles of mutually reinforcing 

interactions between citizens and the state. These cycles presumably entail both a bottom-up and 

a top-down component.  

Along a bottom-up dimension, citizens and their organizations become agents of social and 

political change. The assumption we make is that the manner in which they will do so is likely to 

be strongly influenced by the set of beliefs and social norms prevailing in their communities. For 

instance, a sense of community belonging and strong group loyalties could make denouncing 

corrupt officials seen as a betrayal of sorts and even  punishable with social marginalization or 

stigma. Social norms, in turn, are also shaped by historical experience, including that of previous 

interactions with the state, and contribute to form the incentives and expectations of citizens 

when evaluating the quality of public services and developing strategies to deal with corrupt 

officials. Whether and how the effects of democratization help citizens develop strategies to 

denounce corrupt actions will be at least partly determined by the impact of such social norms on 

behaviour. 

The top-down dimension involves the specific institutional mechanisms through which the state 

develops relationships with different social, political and economic groups and which play a role 
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in the legitimization and consolidation of political authority. These mechanisms may be formal 

(e.g. institutions of democratic accountability such as elections) but also informal (e.g. 

clientelism, patronage networks). They represent an important element of the analysis because 

they determine to a large extent the channels available for citizen participation in the public 

sphere and the means through which the state institutions may process and incorporate citizen 

voice into its regular processes. 

Especially in contexts where authoritarian regimes have actively discouraged citizen 

participation and replaced it with mechanisms of co-optation or repression the ability of the 

existing institutional frameworks to absorb and process citizens’ inputs is likely to be 

compromised. In this sense, entrenched informal patronage and clientelistic networks that may 

have been useful as a means to perpetuate political support under authoritarian rule can continue 

to play a significant role in mitigating the effects of a more liberalized political regime on the 

attitudes of citizens.  

Thus, the presumption is that the expected positive impact of democratization on citizens’ ability 

to demand accountability does not happen in a vacuum but it is rather shaped by the institutional 

legacies of the authoritarian state, the historical memories of previous patterns of interaction with 

authorities as well as the social norms and values that dictate appropriate behaviours and shape 

the social fabric of each community.  

With the aim of contributing to this area of research, this article will provide ethnographic 

evidence about the factors that shape the attitudes of citizens towards the state among 

communities in the Mexican state of Chiapas. Because we are interested in studying whether 

political democratization can offer real opportunities for the empowerment of previously 

oppressed or disadvantaged groups, the communities studied were low income, rural and mostly 

populated by indigenous groups. Furthermore, these communities are also geographically 

remote, which means that ensuring good governance and accountability of state officials poses 

special challenges to regional authorities in these areas. For the same reasons, the population in 
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these communities is especially vulnerable to the impacts of corruption. Specifically, the study 

focuses on the interactions of community members with health service providers, where 

corruption can have specially deleterious consequences (Nordberg and Vian 2008)(Tella and 

Savedoff 2001).  

The article is structured as follows: Section 2 provides an overview of the history of the Mexican 

authoritarian regime, the strategies it developed to interact and engage social groups - in 

particular the rural population- and presents the specific conditions that characterize the state of 

Chiapas. Section 3 discusses the evidence obtained through the field research on how old 

patterns of clientelistic capture through social programs continues to exert an influence among 

the local populations and how this perpetuates patterns of state-society relations established 

under the authoritarian regime. This section further illustrates how communitarian mechanisms 

of social control enable local leaders to enforce submissive behaviours towards state officials. 

Section 4 provides evidence of alternative mechanisms that local populations use to call health 

care providers to account, which are based on their communitarian institutions. This section also 

documents the obstacles that the legal framework governing state employees’ working 

conditions pose to the effectiveness of such indigenous accountability actions. Section 5 offers 

concluding remarks and possible implications for policy. 

2 Relevance of the Mexican case and the state of Chiapas 

2.1 Mechanisms of social co-optation under the PRI authoritarian regime.  

As a country that began a democratic transition more than two decades ago and which has on all 

accounts consolidated a credible electoral democracy, Mexico provides interesting opportunities 

to analyse the challenges involved in broadening the scope of democratization beyond periodic 

voting and transforming state-society relations. Furthermore, because of its history of successful 

hegemonic dominance by a one-party regime for most of the twentieth century, which was partly 
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based on the clientelistic incorporation of major social groups into the party and consequently to 

the state, Mexico represents a suitable case to study the challenges to citizen participation as 

means to enhance good government.  

Political power was monopolized in Mexico from the mid-1920s until the year 2000 in what one 

could call “a party of parties”, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI). Within the PRI 

political elites shared power while the party apparatus worked to co-opt, not only potential 

political adversaries, but also wide sectors of the population.  

The PRI system has been characterized as one of statist corporatism because it formally 

organized and incorporated different social groups into its institutional structure (Schmitter 

1979)(Middlebrook 1995) (Collier and Collier 1991). Its “labor sector” was comprised of the 

biggest union confederations in the country and its “peasant sector”, of similarly organized rural 

populations. Membership and loyalty to the ruling party brought significant benefits to the 

leaders of the union and peasant confederations (often in the form of nominations to positions of 

“elected office” in the Chamber of Deputies and the Senate) but also to the rank and to file 

members. Official unions and peasant organizations typically obtained significant protections 

and benefits for their members. On their side of the exchange, the concerned sectors delivered 

votes and provided a significant support base for the PRI. To perform this function, party 

organizations demanded strict discipline from members (Roxborough 1984)(Hernández 1992). In 

general, the federal government’s social programs became a supporting mechanism to 

incorporate the masses into the political realm (Romero 2007) and also to pre-emptively appease 

potential or actual political opposition movements. 

In the case of peasant organizations affiliated to the PRI, the patronage networks often extended 

deep into the heart of rural communities through the intervention of local intermediaries to 

selectively distribute benefits, protection, and solutions to problems in exchange for votes and 

support to the status quo. A key figure in this configuration has been the “Comisariado ejidal”, 

who is the legal representative of the community vis-à-vis all third parties, including the state. In 
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this scheme, the role of such local intermediaries, together with the local party and government 

officials, was to mobilize their constituencies in support of the regime, often distributing gifts, 

food or clothes in exchange.  

Overall, it can be said that the success in developing strong (though selective) ties to social 

groups hinged on generating a state of uncertainty among citizens regarding the application of 

formal rules and regulations. The particularistic distribution of benefits to political clienteles 

signified, at a systems level, that the government operated to a large extent through a continuous 

negotiation of the legal order. In other words, special treatment could be exchanged for political 

support, loyalty or bribes. As (Heredia 1994 268) points out, this situation generates strong 

incentives for the formation of clientelistic relationships: 

“The most rational course of action in the pursuit of interests 

and values, whose realization depends upon protection against 

equal legal treatment, is to develop privileged links to those 

willing and able to provide such protection […] income and 

profit maximization tend to be strongly associated with the 

ability to insure privileged access to government or largesse in 

the enforcement of legal and administrative rules.” 

This model worked effectively until the early 1980s, when the advent of the debt crisis began to 

seriously compromise the availability of resources feeding into the patronage networks of the 

regime. Partly as a result of the economic crisis, and partly due to the coming to power of a new 

generation of technocratic leaders who were intent on getting rid of the inefficient legacies of 

old-style PRI “politicos”. The nature of the clientelistic relations with rural areas underwent 

some changes in the late 1980s. Under the new technocratic leadership, a decision was taken to 

redefine the relationship with rural areas by embracing social programs targeting poor 

populations directly, without the intermediary action of traditional corporatist bosses associated 

to the party (Centeno 1998). This change was embodied by the National Solidarity Program 
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(Pronasol), which required beneficiaries to organize in “Solidarity Committees” which became 

the unit through which federal government officials and program beneficiaries could interact. 

This shift, while debilitating the role of traditional local corporatist bosses, in practice replaced 

the old patronage system with a new model in which “a symbolic link between the president and 

the local community” was promoted (Fox 2011, 168). In practice, Pronasol performed a clear 

political role of revamping regime legitimacy vis-à-vis the population but from the perspective of 

the recipients of the social policy this did not much change the clientelistic nature of the 

relationship with the government. As Fox describes, “In many areas the local Solidarity 

committees appeared to reflect the ‘modernization’ of clientelistic control, as poor people in need 

of basic services shifted their patrons from regional elites to federal officials” (Fox 2011, 169). 

In 1997, Pronasol’s successor program (PROGRESA) targeted families rather than the 

community and thus promoted an even more direct relationship with the government. The reason 

behind this change was that “local intermediation structures (whether governmental or not) in 

rural zones were viewed as retrograde, unprepared, corporatist, corrupt and clientelistic” (Hevia 

2008, 66) However, because of the practical problems linked to establishing direct 

communication between the central government and beneficiaries, especially in rural 

marginalized areas, in 1999 PROGRESA had to incorporate two new figures in charge of acting 

as intermediaries, the “Municipal Link” (enlace municipal) and the “Community Coordinator” 

(promotora comunitaria). Later on, PROGRESA was renamed Oportunidades (and more recently 

again re-branded as Prospera), and has been transformed into a conditional cash transfer program 

associated with the health and education sectors.  

Oportunidades provides low-income women with a monthly cash allowance if they regularly 

meet certain criteria such as attending preventive health talks, getting prenatal care, immunizing 

their children and keeping them enrolled in school. The payment is made directly from the 

central government to families in an effort to reduce opportunities for corruption (The New York 

Times 2006). However, the degree to which the effort to diminish the influence of patronage 
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networks and local bosses has succeeded has been critically questioned. Some studies of the 

Oportunidades programs suggest that, while it has indeed been used to a lesser extent for 

electoral goals, it continues to be misused for clientelistic purposes among health providers and 

program intermediaries such as the “Promotoras” (Hevia de la Jara 2010). 

2.2 Background on the state of Chiapas 

Within Mexico, the state of Chiapas is one of the states with the highest poverty and 

marginalization figures, particularly in those administrative areas with the largest concentration 

of indigenous populations.
119

 Many indicators of marginalization in Chiapas are related to the 

difficult geographical conditions prevailing in several parts of the state.
120

 In this context, 

physical isolation and social marginalization not only go hand in hand but were further 

exacerbated in the aftermath of the Mexican Revolution when, with the promise of land reform, 

geographically distant and isolated regions were deemed the ideal solution to provide land to 

indigenous groups without affecting the interests and properties of the state’s political and 

economic elites.  

The state of Chiapas provides an interesting context given the presence of an armed guerilla 

group composed almost exclusively of individuals of indigenous ethnicity (the Ejército Zapatista 

de Liberación Nacional- EZLN). On the one hand, this debunks the idea of indigenous 

populations as being passive and compliant clienteles and, on the other hand, it suggests the 

importance of researching the obstacles or challenges to the political inclusion of these 

                                                           
119

 According to official figures, in 2012 74.7% of the population in Chiapas was living in poverty, and 32.2 in 
extreme poverty. http://www.coneval.gob.mx/medicion/paginas/medici%c3%b3n/pobreza%202012/anexo-
estad%c3%adstico-pobreza-2012.aspx also according to official statistical data disaggregated by state, Chiapas is 
the state with the second highest maternal mortality rate, and state with the highest under-five mortality rates 
due to diarrhea and respiratory infections (sistema nacional de información en salud 2013). approximately 30% of 
the total population are from the following ethnic groups: tojolabales, mames, tzotziles, tzeltales, lacandones, 
zoques and choles, all of them of Maya stock, all of them with their own language, culture and religion, this native 
population is mainly concentrated in two regions: Altos and Selva (cuevas 2007). 
120

 For example, in the regions of Altos, Selva and Frontera infrastructure is limited and generally in bad conditions, 
roads are often no more than precarious dirt paths constantly threatened by torrential rains and vegetation. Trips 
in these communities, whether to local markets or to local public service facilities, are measured in days. 
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populations through peaceful participatory mechanisms. Specifically in the area of the Selva 

Lacandona, where the study was conducted, significant changes have taken place. While during 

the 1990s the vast majority of the population was affiliated to the Zapatista movement, today 

only a minority (around 15% of the population) continues to adhere to that organization. The 

focus of the study has thus been on the attitudes of the non-Zapatista population towards the 

state. The entry area for the analysis is the provision of public health services that are offered 

through the program IMSS Oportunidades (IMSS Op),
121

 which is one of the most important 

public institutions delivering health services to the uninsured, low-income population. The 

attention on health services is meaningful for at least two reasons. First, because of the potential 

for communities holding health workers directly accountable given the constraints posed by the 

physical isolation of these regions, which mean that formal program monitoring is extremely 

hard to enforce.
122

 Second, because the Oportunidades program is linked to the health sector 

through the conditionalities of the cash transfer.   

Field research for this study was conducted in four communities, Guadalupe Tepeyac, San 

Quintín, Las Margaritas and Emiliano Zapata over a period of approximately four months.
123

 The 

research activities included a survey on institutional performance and social values, which was 

applied to 143 respondents across the four communities. 10 focus group discussions were also 

organized with 10 participants each (80 male and 20 female) and a total of 101 interviews were 

conducted, 31 with health staff and 70 with inhabitants from the four communities. 

 

                                                           
121

 IMSS stands for Instituto Mexicano del Seguro Social, which is the country’s largest public social security 
insurance framework for the employed. In this case IMSS Oportunidades refers to a scheme through which the 
federal government subsidizes free medical attention to the uninsured making us of the IMSS institutions. 
122 A local doctor in Guadalupe Tepeyac recounted during an interview that the hospital has not seen an IMSS Op inspector in the previous 

eight years.  

123
 These communities are located in the region of Las Cañadas de la Selva Lacandona. 
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3 Legacies of patrimonialism and social control 

3.1 Persistent patterns relating individuals to the state through government social 

programs. 

More than ten years after the demise of the PRI’s hegemonic rule, the heritage from the use of 

clientelistic networks and selective distribution of social benefits by the regime to consolidate 

electoral victories and maintain bases of support can still be felt. In the current context, many of 

this region’s inhabitants perceive the role of the government as being the “chief provider” (el 

gran proveedor). Perhaps the most concrete manifestation of this view that we found in the field 

research was associated precisely with the Oportunidades program.  

During interviews as well as spontaneous conversations with community members, 

Oportunidades was often described in terms that suggested it is viewed as a benevolent gesture 

on the part of the government. It is meaningful that the cash allowance is referred to by many 

program recipients as “the present” (el regalito). Conversely, there was also a widespread belief 

that the benefit from the program could be taken away as a means to discipline or “punish” bad 

behaviour. Such “bad” behaviours were explained as, for example, criticizing public officials, 

complaining against the quality of public services or voting for the “wrong” party in an election. 

This was the unanimous opinion of participants in focus group discussions organized in 

Guadalupe Tepeyac. As an example, a participant described how the local authority constantly 

admonishes, “do not complain about the program otherwise you will lose it.”  

In general, the program recipients feel they would be unable to react in any way should the 

benefit were to be taken away. Rather, the “gift” is understood as an essentially discretionary act 

on the part of the government, which is conditioned to the adherence to specific behaviours such 

as refraining from activities deemed to represent opposition to the regime. 

In particular, local Oportunidades recipients expressed that they feel compelled to do as they are 

told by the health facility workers and do not dare to make complaints about deficient treatment 
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because the health workers have the ability to reduce the amount of the cash transfer. The 

following excerpt, from a discussion with a group of Oportunidades recipients, illustrates these 

issues: 

Researcher ®: Have you ever experienced any problems with 

the operation of the Oportunidades program? 

Woman 1: No 

Woman 2: Well, we just always attend the meetings and come to 

our appointments. 

®: So you never miss any of these required meetings? 

Woman 3: No, no, everything they [the health facility staff] tell 

us, all they ask, we obey. 

®: When you come to your doctor appointments, can you tell 

me if you experience any problems, anything that does not work 

as you would like? 

W1: Well, we have not been unhappy with the doctors, we come 

to the consultation, they give us our medicine, that is it. 

®: Waiting times are fine? 

W1: Well, if one wants to wait, well that is our own problem. 

®: But if you had a real problem, a real concern with your 

treatment, in that case could you make a complaint? 

W1: I think not, I think not. Now, maybe others would, but not 

me, not me on my own account. I cannot make a complaint 

because, I don’t know if it will benefit me or if it will harm me. 

That is what I think [….] it is better to just return another day, 

maybe by then the doctor has had time to reflect and will give 

me the right treatment. 
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Some aspects of a different conversation with another woman, also an Oportunidades recipient, 

further confirm these attitudes: 

®: Do women in this community nowadays make use of 

midwives to give birth? 

Woman: Well, because now we receive the Oportunidades 

program it is demanded of us that we use the hospital. They 

also make us come here in the first month of the pregnancy, 

every month, every month. This means that the control is here 

(in the hospital) not with the midwives. And if we do not meet 

their demands that is then when they scare us, that they will 

take our Oportunidades away. It is for that reason that now all 

the women come to the hospital when they are pregnant. 

®: Are you actually told that you will lose the benefit? 

W: Yes, yes, and if we miss one single appointment or some 

single talk they will reduce our “little present”. They also 

threaten if we do not follow advice on birth control. 

® What have they told you in that regard? 

W: The thing is that they have a list of who is taking birth 

control and who is not. They say they are required to convince 

those who are not to take some birth control. And, well, it is 

difficult, I on my side, I don’t like it, it scares me.  

 

The health staff, on their part, also acknowledged this, one could say coercive, use of the 

Oportunidades program and the effectiveness of the threat (implicit or explicit) of taking away 

the cash allowance in making people comply with their directives. In interviews with the hospital 

staff in Guadalupe Tepeyac, several medical as well as social workers signalled that 
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Oportunidades recipients will do whatever they are told in order to maintain a good status with 

the program managers. As a social worker remarked during an interview:  

 

“I am in charge of the oversight of 20 families in the 

community, of which 17 are Oportunidades recipients. The 

remaining three wanted to also be part of the program but for 

one reason or another were not deemed eligible to participate. 

Then, I can demand of those 17 recipient families that they 

comply with every action required by our guidelines: pap 

smears, immunizations, everything. But the other three 

families that are not Oportunidades beneficiaries just do not 

comply with the minimum healthcare actions, they do not 

come to their appointments, do not attend the awareness 

raising talks, do not check their blood sugar, or the prenatal 

check-ups. It is very difficult for me because they are not 

enrolled (in Oportunidades). Then, what can I do? I can only 

visit them, invite them, that is all.”  

 

Thus, it appears that from the perspectives of both beneficiaries and health workers, the 

Oportunidades program represents a control mechanism to involve users in health awareness and 

preventive actions through what may be characterized as forced, compulsory participation. This 

is, nevertheless, also understood as a transaction of sorts, which is reflected in the following 

statements expressed by community members who are not part of the program and who, as a 

consequence, feel justified in defying guidelines or rejecting interactions with the state:  

 “I cannot be forced, I do not receive Oportunidades” 
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 “I do not go [to the check-ups] because I don’t have Oportunidades” 

 “I am pregnant but I will go [to the check-ups] whenever I feel like it”  

During the research we also observed that this perception of vulnerability in face of a possible 

withdrawal of the cash benefit played a role in how program recipients shape their strategies vis-

à-vis Oportunidades officials. For example, some women in San Quintín have developed 

proactive mechanisms to prevent their monthly allowance from being taken away. In that 

community, the women who act as Oportunidades coordinators collect money every month from 

all recipients in order to make a special meal for the officials who come to deliver the cash 

transfer. Although the officials receive per diems to cover their personal costs while working in 

the field, the women collect the money from all recipients telling them that, if they do not 

contribute, they risk losing the cash benefit. This action can be interpreted in several ways. On 

the one hand, since program recipients view the cash transfer as a present from the government, 

making a special meal for those who deliver the payment may be understood as a form of 

reciprocity: a gift for a gift. On the other hand, we were told these meals usually include meat, 

which the majority of the community members cannot afford on a regular basis, and it is 

therefore also meant to be a special gift to the Oportunidades officials, one that also may have 

the intention of establishing a closer and more personalized relationship in order to have a better 

prospect of obtaining preferential treatment in case any problems should arise with the delivery 

of the cash subsidy.  

3.2 Communitarian social control mechanisms 

As the previous section suggests, the cash transfer policies of the government seem to reinforce 

citizens’ attitudes vis-à-vis the state that speak of control and domination rather than citizenship, 

rights, entitlements and accountability. These attitudes, while presumably derived from past 

experiences with the PRI authoritarian regime, are furthermore reinforced by the tightly knit 

nature of social interactions among community members. During the research we observed how 
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community leaders are able to make use of social control mechanisms to maintain consensus 

through the thick webs of social interactions. 

To further explain this dynamic, a few words on the social structures and mores characterising 

these communities are in order. These communities and their internal institutions have, to a 

significant extent, been shaped within the boundaries of the organizational frameworks that the 

agrarian reform policies of the PRI regime created in order to regulate the interactions between 

the state and the recipient communities. These institutional mechanisms include the ejido (a 

communal form of land ownership) and the community assembly as the forum where all families 

are represented and collective decisions are made. 

Whether these communal institutions were developed to reflect pre-existing social configurations 

among indigenous groups or the state actually played a determinant role in shaping community 

social interactions is an issue that has been closely scrutinized (Eisenstadt 2007) (Batra and 

Otero 2008) and which goes beyond the scope of this study. For our purposes, suffices it to say 

that the communities that were studied in Chiapas share a very strong perception of the 

“collective” as being more important than individual action for the attainment of social goals. 

Furthermore, the notion of work (or struggle) involves not only the means to achieve ownership 

of material goods and benefits, but also the mechanism through which one may claim ascription 

to a group (Megchún Rivera 2005)(Van der Haar 2002)(Alejos 1994). Thus, for these 

communities, an important value is that “only those who work for the group have a right to 

participate in its achievements” or that “to belong to the group one has to work for it”. This 

principle is invoked, for example, to demand compulsory attendance at community assemblies. 

Additionally, and besides their main economic activities (subsistence agriculture, in most cases), 

each family fulfils certain tasks for the community. In addition, when a new member joins the 

community (most commonly through marriage) he/she has to pay an admission fee in 

recognition of the work others have undertaken previously and the benefits that community 

membership accrues. Thus, there is a social obligation to provide services and to work for the 

community and as a consequence life in these areas is characterized by intense and frequent 
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interactions among community members and high levels of reciprocity (Díaz-Cayeros, Magaloni, 

and Ruiz-Euler 2013).  

In several instances during fieldwork we observed rapid communication of reports and 

enforcement of sanctions relative to members deviating from the “official” position adopted by 

the community. This was the case, for example, with respect to individuals criticizing state or 

government officials during a conversation with Oportunidades recipients in San Quintín, when 

one woman questioned the compulsory donations collected to buy food and cook for the 

Oportunidades workers. The same woman also complained about a health center nurse being 

frequently absent. Initially, these comments generated a strong response from other women 

participating in the discussion, who tried to quiet her and told the researcher that she did not 

know how things worked in the community. Most troublesome, but also indicative of the internal 

community dynamics, just a few hours later in a different meeting with the local authority (the 

comisariado ejidal), he communicated to the researcher that he had been informed of the incident 

and asked to please ignore the woman’s negative comments.  

“She was lying and does not know what she was talking about. So 

please do not make any negative reports about the services at the 

hospital because it would not be fair if all the women lost their 

benefit just because of one who speaks without knowledge….As for 

that woman, we have spoken to her and we will give her a 

reprimand.”
124

  

 

This episode vividly illustrates the close informal relationship between key community members 

and the local authorities, which at least in this case was used with a twofold intention a) to 
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 While the incident is revealing and interesting for the research, we were very concerned about potential 
negative repercussions for that woman. Subsequently we made an effort to dissuade the authority from further 
escalating this issue, arguing that our interests in these topics was purely academic and that we do not have any 
political agenda. He seemed satisfied and agreed to leave it at that.   
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prevent a dissenting opinion from being exposed to an outsider (in this case the researcher) and 

b) to discipline a community member whose complaints were not acceptable to the rest of the 

group. Furthermore, this example illustrates the extent to which the articulation of individual 

opinions, in this case regarding provision of public services, is actively discouraged in these 

communities.  

Another incident, which further informed our perception of how individual articulation of voice 

is discouraged, happened in one of the communities during preparations to convene focus group 

discussions. We sought authorization from the local authority (comisariado ejidal), explaining 

that our intention was to inquire about the manner in which community members experienced the 

provision of health services in the local clinic. The process for organizing the focus group was 

explained to us as follows: first, a community assembly would need to be convened to discuss 

and decide whether the community granted authorization for the meeting. Second, if the 

authorization was granted, than we would be required to provide the questionnaire that we 

intended to apply so that, on the basis of it, a second community assembly could be held where 

the community would agree on a common version that focus group participants would adopt. 

 

4 Alternative modes of community collective action  

The previous section has illustrated how the experience with clientelistic manipulation of social 

programs and the community internal control mechanisms converge to inhibit individual 

expressions of inconformity or criticism regarding state and regime performance. In this section 

we elaborate on evidence we collected on the use of alternative accountability mechanisms in 

these communities, through which they exercise their voice in cases where the performance of 

health practitioners is deemed inadequate. 
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These actions to call service providers to account are undertaken through the community 

assembly. We were made aware of several cases where the communities summoned health teams 

to express discontent, discuss problems linked to the provision of health services and demand 

solutions. During these calls to attention hospital or health facility management have been 

notified that the community rejects the poorly performing service providers in their facilities.  

Some of the examples of collective action have been successful. For instance, a doctor working 

at the hospital in Guadalupe Tepeyac related an experience with community autonomous action, 

which was satisfactorily resolved: 

“The community mobilized in regards to the employment of security 

guards for the hospital. These are four individuals, who work in pairs 

alternating 24 hour shifts and by local standards are well paid 

(approximately 2400MXP – about 165USD – per month). The issue 

was that these positions had been occupied by the same persons for 

years and the community assembly (of Guadalupe Tepeyac) decided 

that it was unfair that these extraordinary wage earning positions be 

monopolized by only four individuals. Thus, they decided that these 

positions should rotate and be limited to a duration of one year. Then 

the assembly drafted a list with the names of those who would 

occupy these positions and the order in which they would do so. 

Afterwards, the community representatives met with the hospital 

director to inform him of their decision, which was accepted and 

implemented without further delay.” 

 

In such cases, it appears that a solution was found in as far as it was in the hands of the hospital 

director to address it and make decisions. This, however, has not been the case with problems 

that directly involve the behaviour of health sector workers as evidenced by several cases we 
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documented where communities engaged in similar actions to denounce health workers accused 

of mistreating patients or being absent from work. 

These cases are faced with significant challenges associated with additional institutional legacies 

of the authoritarian regime, which tend to perpetuate patterns of impunity. In this case, the most 

important obstacle to establishing a direct accountability connection between communities and 

health workers is the role that the latter’s labour union the Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores 

del Seguro Social (SNTSS) plays in defining and controlling the normative framework that 

regulates all aspects of health workers’ employment. The collective bargaining agreement (CBA) 

that the union negotiates with IMSS Oportunidades is the dominant institutional framework 

shaping the incentives of health workers as it tightly regulates salaries and a host of additional 

benefits,
125 

promotions, and also guarantees job stability through a tenure system. Salaries are in 

no way linked to performance and the union exercises tight control and discretionary power over 

job opportunities and promotions, which are granted based primarily on seniority.
126

 

The union exercises great influence, as affiliation to the union is a prerequisite to acquire and 

maintain employment. “In order to hold a position within the IMSS it is an indispensable 

requisite to be a member of the National Union of Social Security Workers (IMSS and SNTSS 

2012, 24).
127

 Furthermore, the union has the right to ask for and achieve the dismissal of a 

worker from his or her position, whichever this might be, when the worker quits the union or is 

expelled from it. The Institute (IMSS) shall not judge or qualify in any way the union’s decision 

and will comply when receiving such requests” (IMSS and SNTSS 2012, 41–42). 

                                                           
125

 Some of which are, to say the least, quite extraordinary. It was mentioned by several of the interviewed health 
workers that as part of the benefits received from the SNSS workers are able to inherit their job positions, 
including location of work and seniority. 
126 There is also a specification on considering efficiency as a criterion for awarding promotions, but this is 
misleading as efficiency is defined as the grade obtained by the worker in his/her trainings or in his/her school 
reports presented when entering the IMSS for the first time, so it is not actually linked to performance on the job 
(Art 39 CBA). 
127

 Many collective bargaining agreements (CBAs) typically included this stipulation (called the exclusion clause) 
that made employment contingent on union membership and by extension party membership. 
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In an interview with a regional manager of IMSS Op, he discussed the limitations that such a 

regulatory framework imposes on the effectiveness of the communitarian actions to call the 

health staff to account. At that moment, he was dealing with four different cases of doctors that 

had been expelled from the communities they had been assigned to. The manager explained how, 

in spite of understanding the need to be responsive to the demands and concerns of communities 

in the regions for which he was responsible, he could not resolve the situations because the 

paperwork necessary for filing formal complaints had not been presented.  

The doctors in question were in a hiatus of sorts. Because they had been expelled from their 

assigned communities, they could not be present at their workplace and were spending their days 

in the regional office performing ad hoc duties. Because of institutional rigidities in the IMSS Op 

operational rules, the regional manager has very little room to manoeuver in this situation, to a 

large extent because the doctors’ contracts cannot be terminated as the CBA gives them “tenure” 

in their positions.  

A transcript from the interview with the IMSS Op regional manager reveals the difficulties 

involved in dealing with cases where doctors have been expelled from their communities, 

including the role that the formal regulatory framework and the influence of the union play in 

obstructing sanctioning such individuals: 

®: And those four doctors that you mentioned were expelled, those are 

four different cases, right? 

Regional manager: Yes, these cases involve mistreatment of patients 

and to a lesser extent absenteeism but, well, one of them is also union 

representative (laughs uneasily)… as you can imagine…. (here he 

stops and regards the researcher in a gesture that suggests he implies 

this doctor cannot possibly be sanctioned).  

®: So, then, there is no possibility to proceed against this individual? 

Rm: No. 
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®: But the community does not want him back, right? 

Rm: That is right, so I have tried to go there and talk to the community 

leaders, I am trying to convince them to take him back. Apparently 

they will convoke a meeting of their communal assembly to discuss 

the case. 

®: And what can you do? 

Rm: Not much, I can try to go and talk to them, convince them to take 

him back but, besides that, there is nothing else I can do. 

 ®: But what if the community still does not want him back? 

Rm: That is the problem, it is not possible to hold him responsible 

because we have no documents providing evidence of the times in 

which he was absent from work. And that is where it becomes really 

complicated. The doctor is here (in the regional office) and they (the 

community) have no doctor, no health services. I am very worried 

about this situation, and we cannot proceed against him, and he 

continues to receive his salary even though he spends the days here in 

the office, he is helping as a consultant. 

® But that is not his job, right? 

Rm: Of course not, he is not getting paid to do that! 

® And what could ultimately be done? Can you perhaps have him 

transferred elsewhere? 

Rm: Goodness (Híjole)! That is the last resort. The thing is that if the 

worker decides “I am not accepted there (the community), so I might 

as well stay here (the IMSS Op regional office)” there is nothing any 

human power can do anything about that. This person would need to 

have the disposition to informally negotiate an exchange with a doctor 

in another health facility and then the two doctors could together file 

an application for a voluntary swap of their positions, without us 
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(management) intervening. This is how the problem could be solved, 

but I cannot force the doctor….  

 

In sum, the outcomes of such cases of community action to demand accountability have been 

mixed. In the cases where positive results were reported, this was very much linked to whether 

the issues involved could be resolved informally by the hospital directives and the good 

disposition of the latter towards addressing the concerns of the communities. In this way, 

relatively simple logistical or even contractual issues falling outside of the IMSS formal 

authority are more easily addressed, such as the case of the hospital guards. However, in cases 

where the demands involve more serious allegations, for example about the behaviour of 

unionized health staff, the complaints could not be processed. In this case the situation was not 

even formally reported through the IMSS structures and no corrective actions were undertaken 

by higher level authorities of that institution.  

The underlying issue is that the controls exercised by the union are so strong as to essentially 

take away the ability of health facility directives to make decisions regarding their staff, 

including in the area of disciplinary actions. Decisions linked to the sanctioning of medical staff 

are, in all cases, taken by a bipartisan commission composed of IMSS officials and union 

officials. At the hospital level, when there are complaints against doctors, the hospital director 

cannot speak to the staff about this unless the union representative is present. During an 

interview with a hospital director he admitted that he always needs to be very “soft” when 

enforcing disciplinary actions and that, in fact, when there are complaints against a doctor the 

usual procedure is to simply relocate him or her to another locality.
128

  

                                                           
128 The extent to which the union protects workers against disciplinary actions was further illustrated during 

another interview with one hospital worker who recalled that “once, in another hospital in the region, the union 

prevented the firing of a worker who showed up drunk to work, under the argument that, in the end, alcoholism is 

also a disease.”   
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On the basis of the evidence thus provided, a higher level official, usually the direct supervisor, 

must emit an official record of the facts (constancia de hechos), which is needed as the legal 

basis to take action against the individual.  

As revelations about the impact of the health workers’ union regulations became more 

compelling, we sought to deepen the inquiry into this aspect and were able to catch a glimpse of 

a picture that suggests that the operations of one of the key institutions of the Mexican health 

sector are pervaded by corrupt practices, including widespread nepotism. We had been made 

aware by several interviewees that unionized positions within the IMSS system could be passed 

along to family members or “inherited.” Local IMSS staff corroborated this fact, saying that even 

seniority can be passed on along with the job itself. Others offered a different, though not less 

disturbing picture as illustrated by the following excerpt from an interview with an IMSS Op 

social worker in Guadalupe Tepeyac: 

 

®: A doctor told me that in the IMSS system a relative may 

inherit a job including the seniority of the person passing it on. Is 

this right? 

Social Worker: No, the way it works is through a 

recommendation, as a worker one may recommend a relative to 

apply for an open position. And it has to be a direct relative: your 

spouse, children, siblings. 

®: What does the recommendation mean? What does it achieve? 

SW: The recommendation is indispensable. If one wants to apply 

for employment but has no relatives working already in the IMSS 

then, just for that reason, the application will not even be 

received. 

®: Sounds like it is a “for relatives only” institution. 
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SW: Yes. The worker fills out an application saying: “I am an 

IMSS worker and I recommend my brother.” That is the pass one 

needs to be able to make an admission exam. Then, of course, 

they have to do well in the exam, but without the recommendation 

they cannot even get that far. 

®: So, for example, you told me your husband also works for 

IMSS here. Did he have any recommendation? 

SW: He got in through his sister and I was recommended by the 

director of the hospital in Ocosingo (one of the largest in the state 

of Chiapas). I also had relatives working in IMSS but in that time 

I did not know I had to do it through my relatives, but I was lucky 

enough that the director himself recommended me. When I 

handed in the application they said that it was not complete 

because I did not have the recommendation from a relative. So the 

director had to call them directly on the phone and afterwards I 

was able to present the exam. 

®: Does that mean that most workers at IMSS are in their 

majority related to each other? 

SW: Yes, siblings, children, spouses, nieces and nephews. 

 

This situation further illustrates the complexities involved in any effort to make health care 

providers in state institutions accountable to their constituencies. The incentives of the health 

workers demand compliance with formal institutional and union rules because they provide not 

only exclusive and significant benefits but define that a good standing with the union is a 

prerequisite to be employed in the system. Furthermore, the provisions in IMSS Op rules for 

disciplining staff involve strict and cumbersome administrative procedures for any complaint to 

translate into enforcement of sanctions.  
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5 Conclusions and implications for policy making  

Acknowledging the fact that social norms and beliefs can vary widely, some authors (Rivera 

Cusicanqui 1990, Green 2000) have pointed out that because the notion of demanding 

accountability is closely associated with the assumption of citizens exercising their individual 

rights, it is ethnocentric and contrary to the customs prevailing among indigenous populations. In 

this paper we have sought to take into account those customs and social norms in an analysis of 

the challenges and opportunities for holding state officials to account among minority groups in 

Mexico. We have, furthermore, sought to link such local characteristics to broader historical 

patterns of state-society interactions in order to gain insights into the capabilities of social groups 

to take advantage of the opportunities arising in democratic transitions to exercise agency and 

demand accountability from state officials.  

Some of the evidence brought forward would suggest that, in the case of indigenous 

communities in Chiapas, both local customs and the historical precedent of a clientelistic 

relationship with the state continue to undermine the exercise of democratic rights and freedoms. 

A long history of authoritarian rule has engendered expectations and behaviours that permeate 

the interactions of citizens and state officials at local level, and which persist long after the 

demise of the authoritarian regime. In other words, the evidence suggests that patterns of social 

interactions reflecting power asymmetries and relationships of control are not easily overcome in 

spite of political change at the national level.  

Thus, the research findings could be interpreted as suggesting that the conditions prevailing in 

these communities are not conducive to the development of a bottom-up democracy. This would, 

however, entail a narrow definition of democracy, one that bases the concept of citizenship on 

individual agency. Nevertheless, the evidence from the study also illustrates that people in the 

studied areas are capable of acting, raising their voice and, ultimately, demanding accountability 

from providers of public services through communitarian means.  
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On a closer look, one could argue that there is in fact a clear logic behind the actions of the 

communities. Individual complaints against the regime are discouraged based on the 

collectivism/communitarian orientation of their social norms as well as on the historical memory 

of the PRI’s punishment regime. However, such historical memory has also shown that there is 

strength in numbers and that by acting collectively not only can the community protect 

individual members from selective retribution, but also capture the attention of state officials and 

government authorities as the (extreme) case of the Zapatista movement has demonstrated. 

Thus, consensus aggregation at the level of the community assembly could in principle be 

effectively harnessed as a mechanism to give voice to communities of historically disadvantaged 

groups. Such incorporation of indigenous variants of bottom-up accountability actions could, in 

fact, be an important step towards strengthening the corrective/counterbalancing function that a 

strong civil society can perform to prevent corruption and abuse of power. A significant 

challenge to this end remains in reforming state institutions to provide recognized entry points to 

connect citizens to decision makers and to allow voice to feed into selected functions of the 

public administration.  

Relating the empirical findings back to the model of transitions to accountability presented at the 

outset of this article, one of the lessons learned would be that for the cycles of “virtuous 

interactions” between state and society to take place it is necessary that the top-down and 

bottom-up components find an adequate interface. In other words, bottom-up inputs cannot go 

far unless the state institutions responsible for processing voice are compatible with the actions 

undertaken by citizens. In the case of the indigenous communities of Chiapas, the evidence 

suggests that the available institutional mechanisms to process complaints are in no way 

compatible with the prevailing social reality. The formal procedures for disciplining staff 

according to IMSS Op regulations require individual action on the part of the aggravated party in 

order to provide detailed written documentation of each incident involving misconduct of a 

health provider, thus granting no anonymity whatsoever to the person denouncing. Such 

complaint mechanisms are clearly inadequate in a context where health facility staff are in the 
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position to “punish” the accuser through the manipulation of the Oportunidades cash transfer, on 

the one hand, and the communitarian mechanisms to inhibit individual expression, on the other 

hand. 

Therefore, to fully realize the potential of alternative modes of democratic participation to 

improve quality of governance, counter corruption and keep local officers accountable, 

significant institutional reform may be needed, for example allowing for complaints mechanisms 

that are not based on individual actions but also accommodate the communal forms of voice 

articulation. More generally, this also would suggest that, in countries with wide demographic 

and socio-economic diversity such as Mexico, a measure of decentralized decision making as 

well as local variation in institutional mechanisms for state-society dialogue may be necessary to 

ensure state responsiveness to the interests of minority groups. Some steps in this direction have 

already been taken in other Mexican states (Oaxaca), where local traditional customs and 

communal forms of decision making have been legally recognized during electoral processes.  

In view of these findings, we would agree with (Faughnan, Hiskey, and Revey 2014) that the 

outgoing regime’s legacy regarding citizens’ interactions with the state will tend to remain strong 

until subnational systems exhibit signs of concrete institutional change that are consistent with a 

national-level democratization process. While we agree that democratization of the regime can 

open up spaces for citizen participation and articulation of voice, we would emphasise that such 

participation should be processed through appropriate institutional channels in order to have a 

positive impact on state performance.  

Therefore, in terms of the wider debate on the impact of democratic regimes on control of 

corruption outcomes, the findings from this study shed light on the mediating effect that state 

institutions can have on the potential changes that might be brought about by regime transitions. 

Thus, while regime and state are often treated analytically as separate concepts, they are in 

practice deeply intertwined and mutually dependent. In other words, whether the institutions and 

processes embodied in the state apparatus are consistent with the goals, and ultimately the 
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values, that a regime aspires to achieve and uphold is likely to be a critical determinant of the 

extent to which pre-existing governance regimes can be transformed.  
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1 Statement of the Problem 

Tanzania represents one of the well-documented cases of countries in Sub-Saharan Africa where 

corruption is endemic. This has remained the case in spite of manifold commitments on the part 

of the regime to fight this problem and of the fact that Tanzania has in place, what is in the 

opinion of international experts, a state of the art anti-corruption legislation.  

Such cases of pervasive and entrenched corrupt practices have begun to receive significant 

attention in the literature that seeks to shed light on why, after roughly twenty years since anti-

corruption came to the forefront in the international agenda, we still seem to only be achieving 

modest improvements. For example, some scholars have tried to address this topic by arguing 

that in some countries corruption should be understood as a collective action problem of the 

second order, and that therefore it is not surprising that anti-corruption legislation and policies 

based on principal-agent assumptions fail to achieve the desired results (Persson, Rothstein, and 

Teorell 2013). Other authors make the distinction among governance regimes based on 

universalistic or particularistic criteria for conducting transactions as an analytical lens through 

which to frame the issue (Mungiu-Pippidi 2014).  

While such conceptual definitions are certainly useful, in fact needed, in order to adequately 

rethink our understandings about corruption, it is equally important to complement our inquiry 

inductively with evidence about the details that describe the manner in which corrupt exchanges 

take place, especially in those challenging cases. We need to better understand the informal 

practices that override the formal legal and regulatory frameworks in practice and to associate 

those to the incentives that affect individuals’ choices at those junctions where corrupt 

transactions most frequently take place. This goes as deep as inquiring about unwritten social 

norms and values that shape the manner in which men and women across different geographic 

and cultural contexts understand, not only corruption, but also their own relationships to each 

other and to the state. 
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With the intent to make a contribution in this direction, this article presents evidence collected 

through ethnographic research about the attitudes towards corruption of citizens in urban low 

income areas of Dar es Salaam, the largest city in Tanzania, and explores some of the factors 

underpinning such attitudes. The research focused on experiences with corruption in the health 

sector, and on some of the coping strategies that citizens resort to in face of the difficulties 

encountered when seeking medical attention at public health facilities. With regard to the latter, 

it is well known that mutual help associations are playing an increasingly important role across 

Africa, which in turn suggests a relevant set of questions regarding the role that horizontal social 

networks found in these communities play in relation to prevailing corrupt practices but also 

regarding their potential role to develop more effective anti-corruption approaches. Regardless of 

the surge in the NGO “industry”, as denounced by some scholars, witnessed in Tanzania, we are 

interested in the role of these grassroots level associations as they are exactly of the kind that is 

expected to generate high levels of social capital, which - in the literature- is associated with 

favourable governance outcomes.  

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 provides information on the Tanzanian case from a 

political economy perspective and concentrating on macro-level trends. Such information is 

deemed useful background to the discussion of the ethnographic material to come later. Section 3 

presents more detailed information about Dar es Salaam and the specific wards where the 

research took place as well as a description of the methodology employed. Section 4 is devoted 

to discussing the perceptions of local residents of Dar es Salaam on the meaning of corruption, 

its links to other concepts that are of importance in their communities, as well as local 

understandings about the rule of law. Section 5 presents evidence on the mechanisms that 

citizens living in low-income neighbourhoods of Dar es Salaam have developed as coping 

mechanisms to deal with a pervasively corrupt environment and their possible implications for 

developing anti-corruption strategies that are suitable to the local context. Section 6 is devoted to 

proposing some concluding remarks. 
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2 Tanzania Background Information 

This section provides background information on the pervasiveness of corruption in Tanzania 

drawing from a previous body of work that has traced the development and evolution of the 

Tanzanian political system since independence. This perspective suggests the prevalence of some 

systemic patterns in the exercise of political authority that provide a useful backdrop for the 

discussion of the ethnographic evidence in the subsequent sections.  

2.1 The political economy of corruption in Tanzania   

One of the most salient features that have characterized the Tanzanian political regime since 

gaining independence from Great Britain in 1963 has been a marked centralization and 

personalization of power. Whereas its first president, Julius Nyerere embraced a nation-building 

project centered on a concept of African socialism (known as Ujamaa), the implementation of 

this vision was instrumentalized through a strong grip from the center, which aimed to maintain 

control over the political process and the articulation of social groups vis-à-vis the state. In line 

with those tendencies, the efforts of the post colonial elite to develop a sense of national unity, 

identity and purpose, culminated with the emergence of a single party state. The undisputed 

predominance of the Chama Cha Mapinduzi party (CCM; Party of the Revolution) became the 

primordial mechanism through which the political elite centralized and retained power. Even 

after the adoption of a multiparty democracy model in the early 1990s, the CCM has, to date, 

remained in power.  

Such centralization of power resulted in very ineffective and limited authority at the local level. 

Local government has been weak from the beginning as there was fear among the ruling elites 

that parochial interests may interfere with the pursuit of the goals of national development. Thus, 

the creation of centrally appointed authorities at the local level (e.g. Regional and Area 

commissioners) was intended to ensure that local policy making would mean, not the bottom up 

articulation of local needs, but rather the top-down implementation of centrally determined 
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policies. This pattern pertsists until today in spite of decentralization efforts since, as (Kiria 

2009) points out, the central government continues to exercise a large degree of control over 

taxes, financial allocations and expenditures, including civil servant employment. 

Another important feature that characterizes the Tanzanian regime is the extent to which 

informal practices, particularly political clientelism, are widely utilized to exercise political 

authority and to secure and consolidate support bases. To understand the nature of political 

power in Tanzania it should be noted that, although the CCM enjoys a monopoly of power, it is 

not an institutionalized party. Rather, it is held together largely on the basis of personalized 

networks. CCM’s attraction actually resides in its control of public resource allocation, which in 

turn translates into ample opportunities to develop clientelistic networks of support.
129

 One of the 

most important implications of this predominance of informal ties is that political stability has 

come to rely more on informal personal networks than on functional formal institutions. As 

(Goran Hyden 2008)put it:  

“Power in this context does not stem from the authority vested 

in a particular public office, but rather the myriad of personal 

dependencies that are created as money or some other tangible 

resource is exchanged for political support. Such a government 

is held together and coordinates matters as well as gets its 

legitimacy not from how it implements policy but what it 

delivers.[….] political leaders preferred it [the CCM], not for 

ideological reasons but because it provided entry to material 

goods and valuable services.” 

                                                           
129 As Phillips (Phillips 2010) describes, voters jokingly refer to campaign season as “harvesting season” – the season of exchanging votes for 

gifts of money, beer, meals, and party apparel referred to colloquially as “food,” “soda,” “sugar,” or “tea.” Gifts of t-shirts, hats, khangas, and 

scarves circulate widely during the periods preceding elections. 
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This latter point is of particular importance as it speaks of the strong link between political 

legitimacy and resource availability that is a key driver of the incentives and behaviours among 

the political elite. Thus, because material resources are needed in order to maintain the clientelist 

networks that allow elites to remain in power, it follows that economic crises would be especially 

critical for the survival of this kind of political regime. Indeed, in the 1980s when Tanzania faced 

a severe economic crisis, the elites resorted to increasingly corrupt practices as a means to step 

up to the challenge. As (Lugalla 1997: 433) expressed, “the fundamental political economy 

problem of Tanzania at this time was that material production was decreasing, but public 

administration was expanding.” It has indeed been observed that “the beginning of corruption in 

Tanzania as well as other manifestations of informal practices” date back to the difficult times in 

the early 1980s (Hyden and Mmuya 2008)(Goran Hyden 2008). Whilst this does not imply that 

there were no corrupt practices before, the forms and magnitude changed dramatically thereafter. 

The point is that this was and still is a clear reflection of a scenario where corruption becomes a 

“key element linking political legitimacy with economic benefit” (Koechlin 2010: 110).  

The entrenchment of clientelism as a practice that systematically favours some constitutencies at 

the expense of others has manifestations in how politicians are appraised by different groups, not 

on the merit of their policy or ideological orientations, but rather in terms of whether they have 

brought benefits to their home areas, in which case they are cherished as “local sons,’ or not, in 

which case they are regarded as corrupt or Mafisadi in a common derogatory Swahili expression. 

Reflecting on the above and its implication on accountable governance in Tanzania, (G. Hyden 

2006) remarks that powerful government officials often have their loyalties at the local level 

(usually where they come from) and that is where their accountability lies. In other words, they 

are expected to deliver policy outcomes, not as national leaders but as patrons of specific areas or 

demographic groups.  

It should be noted that such a system has at its center an implicit notion of reciprocity, where 

constituencies support their leaders based on the expectation that, in turn, they will be favored if 

their candidate is successful. In other words, reciprocity is inherent in a transaction where “if we 
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community support you as leader, you have to give back to us when acceding to a position of 

power.” 

2.2 Bribing in a context of unmet needs and resource constraints 

In a context of significant resource constraints, this association of personalised links and political 

legitimacy has translated into a situation for the common citizen where access to state services 

and public goods is also conditioned to having personal ties to the right people or the ability to 

pay for that access. This, of course, means that many people end up in fact being excluded from 

the entitlements which - as citizens - they should be able to accrue from the state.  

That corruption is a pervasive reality of everyday life becomes evident very quickly even to the 

casual visitor in Tanzania. Bribing has become a “normal” form of currency and has been 

formalized to the extent that everyone knows that most of the time it is necessary to make an 

informal payment in order to obtain services.
130

 As (Tibandebage and Mackintosh 2005) note, it 

has become a norm that “shapes the terms of inclusion and exclusion, widening economic and 

social inequality.” Furthermore, the reliance on corruption that sustains the political regime 

functioning further produces regressive social outcomes since, as a recent review of the literature 

(Cooksey 2011, 9) found, the Tanzanian government creates only a fraction of the public goods 

it theoretically could with the available resources. 

This situation is quite evident in public health facilities. In the Tanzanian health sector corruption 

is rampant and has very pernicious effects on the urban poor who have very limited ability to pay 

bribes for treatment. A study of access to health services and the quality of treatment obtained (in 

terms of services available and patient handling) showed that among urban poor, rural poor and 

“better off” groups, it was in particular the urban poor which were subject to abusive, 

exclusionary and untrustworthy services (Tibandebage and Mackintosh 2005) These authors also 

report how the inability to pay bribes can and has actually lead to deaths.  

                                                           
130

 For instance, according to TI’s 2013 Global Corruption Barometer, 56% of people in Tanzania reported having to 
pay a fine during the previous 12 months. http://www.transparency.org/gcb2013/results 
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Furthermore, the health sector is subject to considerable resource constraints in Tanzania, visible 

in that public health facilities often lack adequate equipment and stocks of essential medicines. 

To this one can add a situation where the sector has experienced a substantial decline in the 

availability of human resources over the last decade, to the point that Tanzania has one of the 

lowest per capita medical practitioner ratios in the developing world. According to the Chief 

Medical Officer, Dr Leo Mutasiwa, while the health sector needs about 144,704 members of 

staff the actual number is instead 58,297 (wa Songa 2011). Shortages of skilled staff are further 

complicated by inadequate distribution and lack of flexibility in decentralised human resource 

management leading to health personnel often being overburdened and demoralized.  

In sum, this section has discussed some salient background features characterizing the Tanzanian 

political regime, which provide preliminary insights into systemic elements at play in 

perpetuating the observed high levels of corruption prevailing in that country and which will be 

useful to have in mind when discussing the ethnographic evidence presented below. Such 

elements include a reliance on personalized power and informal relationships for the exercise of 

political power and its legitimation, especially through clientelistic networks of exchange. Very 

pragmatic transactions, thus, seem to underpin the core of the relationship between Tanzanians 

and their regime, one in which support and legitimacy are conferred on the basis of concrete 

benefits received. In other words, it could be said that informal and personalized relationships 

holding the Tanzanian political regime together are essentially based on an underlying principle 

of transactional reciprocity. To the extent that clientelistic relationships inherently depend on 

resource availability, since the economic crisis of the 1980s, such reciprocal relationships have 

increasingly become more exclusive, more corrupt, and therefore more regressive in the selective 

allocation of available resources at the expense of larger numbers of Tanzanians. In such a 

context, bribing has become a common currency for allocating scarce resources. Such trends are 

visible in the health sector and compounded by a situation of chronic underfunding and human 

resource shortages.  
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3 Characteristics of the Research Area and Methods 

The field research was undertaken in the Kinondoni district of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, 

specifically in the three wards Goba, Mwananyamala and Manzese. Kinondoni district is one of 

the three districts comprising the Dar es Salaam region in Tanzania. It is located in the northern 

part of Dar es Salaam, which is also the major and largest city in Tanzania (see Map 1). 

 

From an international perspective, Dar es Salaam is one of the world’s fastest growing cities (See 

Figure 1). 
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As an urban area and part of Dar es Salaam, Kinondoni attracts migrants from all over Tanzania. 

Though it hosts a significant segment of the well-off population in the country, the majority of its 

inhabitants are relatively poor. This is a situation that is generalizable to the entire city. 

According to a UN study 70% of the population in Dar es Salaam lives in informal settlements 

(See map 2). 



 

 

246 
 
 

 

 

 

Data was collected during the field study through application of a survey on institutional 

performance and social values, organization of focus groups discussions, interviews as well as 

participant observation. This primary data was complemented by a desk review of relevant 

literature in order to further validate findings and support the analysis of the empirical evidence.  
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The survey was applied to 113 respondents across the three wards. 24% of the surveys were 

conducted in Goba ward, 37% in Mwananyamala ward, and 39% in Manzese ward. Two focus 

group discussions (FGDs) were organized with community members of the three wards. A total 

of 126 interviews were conducted of which 110 involved average citizens and 16 involved health 

workers: 3 from Goba dispensary and 10 from Mwananyamala ward-health center and hospital. 

We also conducted interviews with two medical doctors and a senior nurse who impart courses at 

the Kam College of Health Sciences in Dar es Salaam. 

The research activities took place between January and August 2013. 

4 Understandings of Corruption and Associated Concepts 

This section presents the findings of our study relating to how community members in 

Kinondoni district understand corruption and how, in turn, those perceptions are linked to other 

concepts central to the social fabric such as justice, reciprocity, respect and the distinction 

between the public and private spheres. 

4.1 Local understandings of corruption: between condemnation and resignation 

During our focus group discussions, when participants were asked to reflect on what corruption 

means to them. The majority of them were of the view that corruption refers to those situations 

where one needs to give something in order to get something. “Something for something, 

nothing for nothing” was a commonly recurring topic during the focus group discussions.  

This is the case, for instance, with pregnancy care and deliveries, which are meant to be services 

provided free of charge. A young woman from Mwananyamala ward said she learnt that at 

Mwananyamala people get the registration cards free of charge but after that nothing is free as 

the policy suggests. She said in the maternity wards expecting mothers have to pay for 

everything, including gloves, when their time is due. “I noted very poor treatment of the pregnant 
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women by the mid wives at Mwananyamala and some of them talked to me and said without 

bribing the nurses then one will be treated like trash.”  

A man also provided an account that is indicative of the expectation that nothing, even legal 

rights and entitlements, can be expected to be honoured without a bribe given beforehand: 

“If you want your patient to get proper treatment, especially for 

the admitted ones, then one needs to pay a little something to the 

nurse in charge. If you do not give them something you may 

find your patient in a bad condition the next day when you go to 

pay them a visit. It has therefore become an imperative in order 

to receive a minimum standard of treatment. We do not have the 

money but we try a lot to get any amount to give the nurse.” 

A member of the research team even experienced personally a clear example of this “something 

for something and nothing for nothing” type of attitude during the fieldwork as she went to the 

health facility management office to seek permission to interview the workers. The permission 

was easily granted at that point and management suggested the names of some people who 

would be suitable for the interviews. Thereafter the researcher went off to speak to the senior 

staff members in order to ask where the aforementioned people could be found. The manager of 

the nurses proceeded to ask the researcher how much money she would be giving giving the staff 

after the interview. The researcher explained that there was no pay involved, that she just wanted 

to ask them a few questions and would not take a lot of their time. The senior nurse then said: 

“Mnhhh, do you think any one will sit down for free to answer these questions of yours? I am 

assuring you it will not be easy but any way come back tomorrow, I will let them know.”
131

 

                                                           
131 Since permission from the facility management had been obtained, the researcher at that point left the chief nurse’s office and 

independently approached nurses and doctors to conduct the interviews. 
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These examples, as well as other examples encountered during the research, suggest that in the 

current situation when people seek health services they do not receive treatment as citizens who 

are entitled to certain services, but rather as clients who must effect a transaction in order to 

obtain the desired treatment. This transaction, something for something, involves almost 

exclusively the exchange of a bribe. In our interviews with health facility users, 56 of out 110 

respondents said they had been asked in the previous six months to make an informal payment in 

order to receive treatment. 

Strikingly, this is widely believed to be a normal state of affairs. People we interviewed were 

overwhelmingly of the opinion that corruption has become an inextricable element present in the 

life of any Tanzanian. One young man said there is no way one can forego corruption because it 

is everywhere and it always comes in situations where one will definitely comply:  “people 

believe now that if one does not give something then they cannot get anything.” Another 

participant said it was no use to express one’s dissatisfaction because: ‘whether you say 

something or keep quiet nothing changes anyway,” yet another stated that in Tanzania “one 

simply cannot get good services without corruption.” 

Nonetheless, this acknowledgement of the inevitability of bribing does not imply that people 

condone corrupt acts. Quite the contrary, most discussants said that there is no doubt that 

corruption is an illegal act. One young woman argued that precisely because it is illegal it is 

often given different names like ‘takrima” (which translates as favour or hospitality from 

Swahili) that would eventually cover up and make it look like it is a normal and legal act. Some 

said it was “something that those in power have made up so that they can extract money out of 

service users, it is illegal but people make it seem okay.”  

People do understand that corruption has a logic to it, it happens for specific reasons and as such 

they also understand the difficulties linked to trying to eradicate such corrupt behaviours. One 

man commented: “…..it has become an ‘institution’ where people make money” and as such it 

would be very difficult to get rid of because “many people have an interests in it.” Thus, 
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although widespread corruption is unequivocally understood to be wrong, it is also accepted as 

an unavoidable fact stemming from concrete realities that people are faced with in their daily 

lives. 

4.2 Justice and the limits of the legal order 

Here it is worthwhile to elaborate further on a deeper element that appears to be ingrained in this 

apparent contradiction between condemnation and resignation. It would appear that these 

understandings of corruption could be associated with a conceptualization of justice that several 

of our research participants alluded to and that points to the fact that in Tanzania a dominant 

understanding of justice is based on the principle of reciprocity.  

As mentioned before, the notion of reciprocity applies to clientelistic relationships, but it equally 

applies to cases where justice is not being served. Then, the individual is somehow allowed to 

take matters in his/her own hands in order to re-establish a fair balance that is more reciprocal. 

One example to illustrate this would be the case of the Mtaa leaders, community leaders elected 

by popular vote to represent the community. A lot is expected from these officials, they have law 

enforcement responsibilities and are perceived to be real implementers. However, the position is 

not remunerated and these individuals often get the feeling that, although they have to work hard 

they are not valued. At the same time, it is known and expected among people that these 

individuals will “eat” while in office.  The popular perception is that being a leader is an 

opportunity to accumulate and move up the social ladder.  

The same logic applies in the case of doctors. During an interview, a doctor explained how most 

of his colleagues view their situation as unfair because, although they incur significant expenses 

for their training, there is not a commensurate compensation to be found afterwards when they 

join the workforce:  

“Studying to become a doctor is expensive, but then, once we 

graduate and are able to start working, the salary is really 
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insufficient.” He further elaborated: “It is mostly about 

expectations, about the expectation one has about living a better 

life as a doctor, after one works hard to get the qualification. But 

then the expectations don’t come true, but the wife, the family, 

everyone is expecting to see the fruits of studying a medical 

degree, all have expectations. So that is when people may start 

acting….to make expectations come true.” 

 

Related to the preceding discussion is how these understandings of corruption, arising mainly 

from pragmatic considerations, have a significant impact on the perceptions of the importance 

and validity of the legal order as a normative framework that effectively shapes behaviours. 

As mentioned before, research participants unanimously agreed that corruption is illegal, even 

though in the view of many research participants it is nevertheless the normal state of affairs. 

While this apparent contradiction suggests resignation it also shows how little weight the 

normative assessment of behaviours as stipulated by the written law has for some people. In the 

discourses of many Kinondoni residents, formal laws come across as a mere technicality: The 

parameters over which affairs are carried out and the strategies pursued to fulfil one’s needs are 

not related to the effectiveness of the rule of law at all. Similar to the macro level, at the level of 

individuals there is a marked reliance on informalities to enable the “system,” in this case 

citizens’ ability to obtain minimum requirements to their livelihoods, to be functional.  

This is further illustrated by the example given by a focus group participant: A young man 

argued that when one goes to the hospital and is treated according to the law that is a legal act 

but if they are made to pay an extra that is corruption, which is an illegal act. However, he added, 

that legal acts are rare nowadays since one cannot get treatment without corruption so eventually 

all acts are illegal. He also said he himself was an employee of DAWASCO (a public water and 

sewerage cooperation) and he often accepted bribes in exchange for favours to his customers. 
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The legal order plays an additional role in the conduct of corrupt transactions. It represents a 

frame of reference against which the “alternative” (via a bribe) that can be made available is 

assessed by the payer. Some of the experiences with corruption that community members shared 

illustrate the manner in which the legal order is used, or even manipulated, by some of the 

service providers in the process of seeking out for a corrupt transaction.  

One man, who is a leader of an association in Manzese, was one day called upon when one of his 

organization’s members was injured. He took the casualty to Tandale dispensary (which is the 

nearest dispensary since Manzese had no dispensary). On arrival, he pleaded to the attending 

staff that this was an emergency so it should be handled that way. He was told to follow the right 

procedures no matter how serious the injury was. After waiting for a long time he decided to 

enter the doctor’s room without permission. He talked to the doctor and asked him to kindly look 

at his patient who was bleeding at that time. Looking at the patient the doctor simply told him 

‘You see the situation here: many people are waiting for treatment and they have been here for a 

long time, we have to follow the rules and keep with the order in which they came [….] besides 

certain medicine needed for this patient is not available’. After all these explanations (which 

according to the man narrating the story were meant to show him how difficult his situation was 

and, hence, to make him think in another direction and consider a bribe), the doctor told him that 

if he could pay Tsh24000 at that moment, he would treat the patient right away. That is exactly 

what happened and within no time even the drugs said not to be available became available. 

Another example was given by a woman from Mwananyamala as she recounted how she and her 

relatives took a pregnant woman to Mwananyamala hospital because she was due. Besides 

having labor pains, their patient was very sick, she was helpless and needed everything done for 

her including bathing, helping her whenever she wanted to ease herself and so on. When the time 

came they had to leave her admitted at the hospital, the fact that she needed close attention had 

them request if one of them could remain overnight and take care of her whenever necessary. 

The doctor in charge informed them that it is illegal for anyone other than the nurses to spend the 

night. After some discussion, the doctor directed them to the nurse incharge. They talked to her 
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and she too refused explaining those were the rules. They decided to give her some money and 

she immediately changed her attitude and promised to take close care of their patient. When they 

came back the next morning, they found their patient in a clean condition and she affirmed to 

having been taken care of very well. The woman recounting the story was certain that had it not 

been for the bribe, they would have found their patient in the worst condition possible. 

In these examples, the reasoning behind the positions adopted by the health staff is that the legal 

order and the established formal procedures are cumbersome and in a way useless and even 

outright dangerous. Therefore, by saying “you have to adhere to the legal framework” what is 

being implied is that by observing the rules, adequate service (or any service at all) will never be 

obtained. At the same time, the health staff are offering an “alternative way” –one in which they, 

the practitioners, have in their power to dispense and which is better than the legal one, because 

it will ultimately get things done the right way. 

The fact that laws and formal processes lack significance at this level can partly be considered as 

a consequence of the excessive centralization of power and influence at the detriment of local 

level governments. In this sense, it would be expected that weakened local governments would 

have trouble performing their monitoring and law enforcement functions. 

On further reflection, it also seems unequivocally true that this appeal to the “uselessness” of the 

legal framework is effective and even makes sense because there is indeed an incongruence 

between the legal framework and the realities of a low income country. As mentioned before, the 

Tanzanian health sector is terribly resource constrained and, as a consequence there is a 

systematic mismatch to be experienced between the entitlements which citizens have a right to 

and the availability of resources. The health staff’s appeals to incite the user to opt for his or her 

“better” way are therefore effective to a large degree because the user himself can verify that, for 

example, visibly there is a very long line of people waiting. 

The shortage of qualified human resources in the Tanzanian public health system clearly came 

across in our interviews with health workers in the form of a high degree of reported 
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dissatisfaction with work conditions. Respondents were almost unanimously of the opinion that 

their salaries are not adequate for either their technical skills and training or their actual 

workloads.
132

 As one medical doctor we interviewed simply stated: “the root [of the corruption] 

problem is that the budget is simply insufficient vis-à-vis the needs for healthcare.”  

5 Coping Mechanisms and the Potential for Change 

In this section we look into how the situation of endemic corruption described earlier has 

affected the relationship between the communities we studied and the Tanzanian state as well as 

the coping mechanisms that people have developed in order to deal with a corrupt environment. 

The discussion will also shed light on some evidence about the potential that targeted 

interventions may hold to bring about change. 

5.1 Citizens’ attitudes towards the state 

As a consequence of the widespread corrupt practices discussed before, a first observation is that 

there appears to be an estranged relationship between citizens and the state, especially with 

regards to the manner in which the former view the latter, not as a protector or provider but, 

rather, as a predatory element in their lives. This was reflected in our findings for example in 

some of the survey results, which indicate that government institutions are considered to be of 

little importance for the welfare of the community and are among the least trusted by citizens.  

Figure 2 depicts the responses to the survey when respondents were asked to rate institutions in 

terms of their perceived importance to community well-being. The fact that the ruling party is 

perceived as having the least impact on community wellbeing is very symptomatic of the 

                                                           
132

 As an illustration, the following were responses to specific questions on this topic that we posed:  
1. High achievement on the job is reflected in our pay. TRUE 1 FALSE 12 

2. The income I receive is a fair reflection of my skills, knowledge and training. TRUE 2 FALSE 11 

3. This facility  provides everything I need to do my job effectively. TRUE  2 FALSE 11 
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weaknesses of the Tanzanian state. On the one hand, as was described above, since its 

independence Tanzania has been ruled by the same political party, the CCM. For this reason, in 

Tanzania we may speak of a situation where the distinction between the ruling party and the state 

is meaningless, as both concepts are in practice deeply intermeshed. On the other hand, 

especially since the mid-1980s, the situation regarding corruption in the public sector and the 

state’s ability to provide basic services to the population deteriorated sharply. These two 

elements taken together provide the context in which to interpret how the low importance 

attributed by survey respondents to the political ruling coalition in terms of its ability to improve 

the communities’ well-being reflects an underlying alienation of the population from the state. 

Furthermore, most people considered local government levels not to be very important in their 

impact on community welfare. This is consistent with the findings discussed previously, in 

which the case of public health facilities exemplifies the inability of local level authorities to 

guarantee a minimum level of access to essential public services. 

In contrast, it is notable that survey respondents consider non-state actors, namely local 

associations and NGOs, to have the greatest impact on community welfare. 
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Figure 2 

Importance of Institutions for community welfare 

 

In another question, survey respondents were asked to rank institutions from a list according to 

how much they trusted each of them. Figure 3 summarizes the responses to this question. As is 

clear, institutional trust is lowest in the cases of national and local government, the tax collection 

office and the district council. Conversely, highest trust was conferred to non-state actors, 

namely local associations and media. 
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Figure 3 

Trust in institutions 

 

The responses to these two questions illustrate the extent to which the state is not considered to 

be an actor from which urban low-income groups can expect any help in meeting their basic 

needs. Indeed, one of the striking insights obtained through the research is the degree to which 

respondents in Kinondoni appear to be alienated from the state, not only mistrusting state 

institutions, but even rejecting interactions with the state. This was indicated in the responses to 

another survey question where, when asked about the importance of a series of customs in their 

community, avoiding bureaucracy was chosen as most important by respondents (80%).  

Thus, faced with providers of public services who systematically request bribes as a means to 

supplement their own dwindling incomes, citizens in Kinodoni tend to disregards and if possible 
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avoid, a state that is not only increasingly incapable of providing appropriate services but also 

predatory. 

 

5.2 Coping strategies: the success of mutual help associations 

In order to deal with or confront the state’s ineffectiveness as described above, Tanzanians have 

developed their own set of informal networks in the form of a multiplicity of spontaneous, 

mutual help organizations. This type of organization grew markedly in numbers especially after 

the mid-80s, as a consequence of the economic crisis (Rodima-Taylor 2014). According to 

(Tripp 1992, 221), since then local voluntary associations have become an important means to 

provide alternatives to limited state resources, emerging ‘where the state’s ability to guarantee 

security, adequate incomes, and various social and public services declined’. They represent 

“spaces that citizens do create; spaces that are not only created in spite of high levels of 

corruption, but spaces that are created because of corruption” (Koechlin 2010, 199). In this sense 

the local organizations in Tanzania have developed autonomously and at the margins of the state. 

Such self-help groups can be understood as grassroots member-based institutions in which 

people join to take collective actions in addressing different issues pertaining to poverty 

reduction and improving their socio-economic situations (Aikaruwa, Sumari, and Maleko 2014). 

In practice these associations can take a variety of forms such as Ngoma societies, mutual aid 

societies, burial societies, football clubs, musical clubs, and home associations.  

Tripp (1992: 232) notes that, during the late 1980s, one of the most popular local organizations 

among urban women were upatu — rotating credit societies formed to pool money and other 

resources in order to help individual members in situations of need. As (Tripp 2001) has shown, 

women in Dar es Salaam are keen to form self-help associations and have done so with alacrity 

and great success. However, it should be noted that these organizations are quite distinct from 

what is usually understood as the civil society or NGO sector, which is assumed to play a role as 
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counterbalancing element vis-à-vis the state. Rather, the majority of these associations are 

parochial and not political in nature; that is, they are simply mutual benefit associations designed 

to exclusively assist their members through the distribution of micro-loans or the creation of 

small-scale employment; they are not per se concerned with development at large. In general, 

these groups are internally regulated by a principle of mutuality or reciprocity “I do something 

for you if you do something for me” (Rodima-Taylor 2014), which is consistent with the 

previous findings about the importance assigned to reciprocity as a recognized principle that 

legitimizes social interactions.  

In our research these organizations figured prominently, especially in the focus group 

discussions, where all participants could describe different types of local associations they 

belonged to or knew about, mentioning relative-based, work-based, neighbourhood-based, 

friendship-based, and gender-based associations among others. 

A young woman described an association she belongs to which consists of relatives: They meet 

every week and they have set a certain amount of money to contribute every time they meet. She 

said the organization has been very helpful to members as a means to procure resources for 

occasions as diverse as funerals, sickness, and festivals. She added that, because it has been very 

successful, other people, who are not relatives, have asked to join. 

The common denominator of these associations could be summarized as a collective action 

strategy to pool scarce resources in order to support members of clearly defined groups. That is, 

they are articulated around a common identity which defines the group, and which can be as 

simple as family or as broad as gender. For example, one focus group participant was a motor 

cycle driver who talked about an association he belongs to, whose description was quite similar 

to the other organizations only that membership was based on being a motor cycle driver. 

Another participant shared her experience saying she is a member of an association that is made 

up only of women.  
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There was consensus among participants that most people join such associations after seeing 

what they can achieve for the members. They elaborated that it is not because they know 

someone from the group or because they especially trust anybody in there, membership is sought 

simply because these associations are seen to be effective. Another interesting aspect that 

emerged amidst the discussion was the emphasis focus group participants gave to the fact that 

these associations are tightly governed by internal rules, which are strictly enforced and in 

practice dutifully followed by members. As they explained, every association defines its 

boundaries and limitations, meaning not everybody can become member of any organization and 

anyone can be removed from an association if they do not follow the rules and regulations. 

Some authors (Dill 2010, 39) have described these organizations as formalized groupings from 

the point of view of their members, but nonetheless inherently informal insofar as they are 

unregulated by the institutions of society. The argument thus is that they exist “off the books” in 

a legal and social environment in which similar activities are regulated. However, the evidence 

from our research suggests a different analysis in view of the stark contrast with which 

individuals appear to assess the relevance and obligatory character of the internal rules of their 

mutual help associations vis-à-vis the little relevance ascribed to the formal, legal order of the 

state and its institutions as elaborated in the previous section. This opens the discussion to the 

issue of how we define the “formal” versus the “informal.” If by formal we were to understand 

those rules that are accepted and which effectively govern the expectations and behaviours of 

individuals, then it may actually be the case that in Tanzania what may be overlooked by virtue 

of escaping the legally regulated environment may precisely be the domain that, due to the value 

and trust communities give to it, holds the potential of bringing about effective and sustainable 

improvements in control of corruption performance. 

The following section elaborates this idea further and delivers some preliminary evidence in this 

regard based on the experiences from a targeted social accountability initiative taking place in 

Kinondoni. 



 

 

261 
 
 

 

 

5.3 Social capital, social accountability and the potential for change 

We have presented evidence about the coping strategies of individuals faced with a state that is 

characterized by its inability to deliver adequate services and rather functions, from the 

perspective of average citizens, as a vehicle for officials in positions of authority to abuse their 

power and extract rents from users. The resulting strategies, namely the spontaneous 

organization of mutual help schemes, are the reflection of the practical application of the socially 

recognized principle of reciprocity to the pragmatic goal of helping individuals meet basic needs 

or respond to unforeseen circumstances. To the extent that these modes of social articulation are 

not only effectively “owned” by the people, but also effective in achieving their goals, we can 

also understand why are rated higher than basically any other institution in the value and trust 

given to them by citizens, as evidenced in the survey results. 

There is a vast body of literature that deals with the macro-level impacts of high participation 

rates in voluntary associations (Putnam, Leonardi, and Nanetti 1993)(Putnam 1995)(Ostrom 

1990)(Fukuyama 2001)Though with different emphasis and nuances, a significant proportion of 

these studies associate high levels of citizen involvement in all kinds of organizations with the 

development of social capital, which in turn has been a concept at the centre of a debate on the 

factors enabling the emergence of governance regimes based on democratic principles (Grootaert 

et al. 2003)(Ostrander 2013)(Evans et al. 1996)(Fox 1996). While this question is clearly beyond 

the scope of the present article, some reflections on the concepts of social capital and horizontal 

networks, and their potential in a context as the Tanzanian, provide relevant insights. 

Social capital is understood as resources that individuals may procure as a result of their 

relationships and involvement with other people through different informal and formal 

community organizations (Grootaert et al. 2003). The association made between social capital 

and good governance outcomes if often predicated on the notion that participation in voluntary 

associations enables the development of coordination and collaboration skills, which in turn can 

be critical to overcome the collective action dilemma involved in generating a public good. 

Associated to this, we can argue that precisely because such grassroots interactions are effective, 
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social capital in Tanzania has great importance and actually may be even a culprit in the 

observed fact that informal norms and networks play a more definitive role than formal ones. 

Because the grassroots networks are needed to get things done, even more reason to cultivate and 

cherish them. 

With this in mind, the following remarks seek to reflect on some positive impacts of a social 

accountability intervention designed to help Kinondoni community members defend themselves 

from encounters with corruption in the local health facilities. The intervention in question is 

Integrity Watch’s on-going programme “Social Accountability Monitoring-Performance 

Management and Oversight” (SAM-PMO) in Mwananyamala, Manzese and Goba wards of 

Kinondoni district. This programme is a participatory initiative through which citizen volunteers 

are trained to use available information on a) allocated budgets for health service delivery b) 

responsibilities of service providers, and c) citizens’ rights in order to monitor, record and rate 

performance to improve service provision through better accountability of health care providers.  

During the research we collected evidence on the experiences with that project among 

community members in Kinondoni. One man who participates in the SAM-PMO initiative 

explained how after acquiring more knowledge about the responsibilities of service providers 

and about his own rights he has become a local leader of sorts in his community as people now 

come to him with questions about their rights and this has actually made him better known and 

trusted in the community. Other individuals that have had experiences with the project explained 

that as a result of being exposed to new information they have gained motivation and 

encouragement to confront authorities. A young man related a concrete example of successful 

citizen action:  

“Before the beginning of the SAM-PMO project Manzese did 

not have a dispensary and we [Manzese residents] either did not 

know we had a right to one or ignored this fact. With the 

training we acquired from SAM, we gained the confidence to 
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face the local government leaders and ask about the dispensary. 

As we talk now the dispensary is at the final stages.” 

A young man proudly explained that health providers in his ward now “sort of fear” him and 

other SAM-PMO participants for they believe they know their rights, and as a consequence it has 

become easier for them to get services as compared to before and they can do so mostly without 

paying any bribes.  

The question that emerges from reflecting on these, admittedly limited, examples of success in 

citizens’ actions to counter corruption is the extent to which these collective actions have been 

enabled or facilitated by the pre-existence of a thick web of horizontal networks arising out of 

the high rates of participation in voluntary associations that we recorded in these 

neighbourhoods. Although our current data set is insufficient to allow us to jump to that 

conclusion, other evidence from a social accountability initiative in Ilala municipal council 

suggests that the abundance of such organizations helped to reach out and incorporate diverse 

segments of the population into the participatory budgeting process (Kihongo and Lubuva 2010, 

59). In view of this, we believe that further exploring this argument remains a promising way 

forward for future research. 

 

6 Concluding Remarks 

This study has sought to make a contribution to our understanding as to why corruption is 

proving extremely hard to control in contexts such as the one prevailing in Tanzania. 

Specifically, it has provided insights into why in some places informal practices tend to 

consistently prevail over formal rules and regulations. Adopting a bottom-up perspective helps to 

bring into the spotlight how individual perceptions, understandings and motivations surrounding 
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the concept of corruption come together to shape patterns of social interactions that ultimately 

define the prevailing relations between citizens and states and among citizens themselves. 

In a context of resource scarcity and unmet needs, the notion of “something for something and 

nothing for nothing” that underpins the concept of corruption in the eyes of Tanzanian citizens 

provides a rationale that makes sense of actions insofar as it encompasses a pragmatic approach 

to individual problem solving. While the formal rules and regulations provide a frame of 

reference that is unrealisable given existing resource constraints, clientelistic exchanges and 

corrupt behaviours provide alternatives that are effective in delivering tangible results. This 

addresses the apparent contradiction in the ambiguous position vis-à-vis corruption that brings 

together both condemnation and resignation: Corruption is bad, but it endures because it is 

grounded on the realities of life.  

However, as the discussion of the coping strategies adopted by individuals to deal with a corrupt 

state suggests, the same implicit concept of reciprocity that is linked to the corrupt transactions, 

whether of a political or a purely economic nature, is also to be found underlying the functioning 

of the mutual help associations that have flourished in the low income areas of Dar es Salaam. It 

is precisely this reciprocity that ultimately, in providing something for something, makes these 

schemes effective, trusted and relevant to their members. A legal order that stipulates rights and 

entitlements that are in practice not attainable is, in contrast, relegated to indifference if not 

rejection. 

These considerations suggest why anti-corruption strategies that are based on the introduction (or 

superimposition) of agencies charged with ensuring the enforcement of the rule of law have had 

to date limited impact in effectively controlling corruption. Adopting a bottom-up perspective 

suggests that perhaps more success could be achieved by harnessing the potential of those modes 

of social articulation that are recognized and trusted by citizens in innovative ways.  

Undoubtedly the fight against corruption in contexts like the Tanzanian faces formidable 

challenges, not least the very real dilemmas involved in devising mechanisms for allocating very 
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scarce resources in an equitable manner. However, it is hoped that by improving our 

understanding of the perceptions and motivations of precisely those who are the direct victims of 

corruption it will be possible to move forward in developing new approaches to anti-corruption 

that are best suited to address the needs and expectations of citizens themselves. 
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