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Combating Corruption
Starts from Thyself

AK Ziauddin Ahmed

news story that recently made headlines 1s the as-

sassinatlon of Fernando Villavicenclo, a candl-

date in Ecuador’s 2023 presidential election. He

was gunned down on August 9th during an elec-

tlon campalgn. Villavicenclo was a strong volce
against corruptlon and crime. Before entering polities, he was
an investigative journalist covering drug trafficking and cor-
ruption.

Corrupt people are powerful. In fact, the very deflnition of
corruption indicates that it 1s connected with power. The
United Nations Offlce on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) defines
corruption as “the use of public office for private gain or the
abuse of entrusted power for private gain”. It further asserts
that corruption supports organised crime by shlelding crim-
inal entities from 1aw enforcement and disruption orchestrat-
ed by dishonest public officlals. Since Villavicenclo was caus-
Ing ‘disturbance and disruption’ to the powerful corrupt-
criminal nexus, they just eliminated him.

As Michael Jackson sang

in his famous song ‘Man in

the Mirror” *I'm starting with
the man in the mirror: I'm
asking him to change his
ways”, let the ‘man in the
mirror’ engage in introspection
and muster the morals,

ethics and conscience to

make the change

The detrimental effects of corruptlon areall pervasive and
endless. The March 15, 2023 brief from the World Bank titled
Addressing Corruption’ affirms that corruption dispropor-
tionately affects the poor and vulnerable. It drives up the cost
and diminishes access to essenttal services such as healthcare,
education and justice. On a broader scale, corruption hampers
investments, thereby Impacting economic growth and the cre-
ation of jobs. Corruption also erodes trust in governmental in-
stitutlons and sustains the inequalities and dissatisfaction
that can lead to the rise of violent extremism and conflicts.

The people in positions of power who make decisionson the
distribution of resources or provide access to facilities often
tend to become corrupt. British historian Lord Acton wrote in
aletter to Bishop Mandell on April 5, 1887: “Power tends to cor-
rupt, and absolute power corrupts absolutely” His observation
which has since become a famous quote is probably a timeless
truth. Corruption by people in power was present in remote an-
clent times. In the book “Thinking about Bribery”, published
in 2017 by Cambridge University Press, the author remarks
that “Bribery has probably existed for as long as there have
Dbeen some forms of authority to bribe.” The book mentlons
that the Code of Urukagina, the oldest known legal code that
dates back to around 2370 BC, includes provisions of punish-
ments against bribe-taking by bureaucrats of Lagash. Lagash
was an anclent Sumerian city that existed at the site of pres-
ent-day Telloh - a village in south-eastern Iraq. Urukagina was
the king of Lagash and his codes are widely acclaimed as the
flrst documented instance of government reform.

Corruptlon is also a global problem. No country in the
world can claim to be free of corruption. The differences are
in the degree of corruption. One widely accepted and
renowned measure of country-wise corruption is Trans-
parency International’s corruption perception index (CPT).
Transparency Internatlonal’s CPIranges from 0 -highly cor-
rupt to 100 - very clean. The 2022 CPI has been published in
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January 2023, It can be noted that no country scored above 90,
The only country scoring 90 1s Denmark. CPI for the G7 na-
tlons Germany, Canada, Japan, the UK, France, the USA and
Italy are 79, 74, 73, 73, 72, 69 and 56 respectively Desplte eco-
nomic development, soclal progress and the existence of well-
established systems and structures, these countries are not
free from corruption.

Why do people engage In corruption? A human child 1s
born honest. The human body resists dishonesty, as lie detec-
tors sense changes in blood pressure, heartbeat and eye move-
ment whena person lies. Then how do people become corrupt
and why? Is 1t due to poverty? Maybe not, we observe in-
stances of corruption among the wealthy. Lack of education?
But there are examples of highly educated individuals engag-
Ing In corruption. Is it due to a lack of religlous faith? Agaln,
we see people who practice religlous faith involved in corrup-
tion, Actually;, corruption can arise from various personal
traits, motivations or clrcumstances that differ from person
to person. Corruption cannotbe tled to a single factor such as
poverty, education or religlous faith. It 1s a complex issue In-
fluenced by a combination of socletal, economic, cultural and
Individual factors.

Dr. Marco Tavantl, a professor at the University of San
Fransisco, mentloned In a research article published in 2013
that culture 1s generally recognised to be an important macro-
variable that influences the perception and practices of cor-
ruptlon. As corruption is linked with power, cultures with
high power distance have a natural acceptance and tolerance
for corruption by powerful people. A soclety that condemns
corruption and places a high value on ntegrity can encour-
age fndividuals to reject corrupt conduct in order to safe-
guard thelr soclal standing.

In 2006, Jacob de Haan and Harry Seldadyo of the Univer-
sity of Groningen, Netherlands published a research paper ti-
tled “The Determinants of Corruption: A Literature Survey
and New Evidence”. In that paper, they examined 70 hypothe-
sised causes of corruption. They include income, size of the
public sector, trade restrictions, population, schooling, politl-
cal liberty, decentralisation, rule of law, ethnic heterogenelty,
colonial past, culture, and so on. The number of causes and
thelr diversity Indicates how complex and difflcult 1t is tofind
the determinants of corruptlon and ways to address them.

S0, how to deal with corruption? Can incentives stop it?
Probably not, because, as Mahatma Gandhl said, “Earth pro-
vides enough to satlsfy every man’s needs, but not every
man's greed.” Can strong external measures like strict laws,
surveillance, and policing stop corruption? Again, the corrup-
tors will just strive to mvent new ways to circumvent them.
This does not mean that these are unnecessary. Laws, regula-
tlons and enforcement are essential for creating a deterrent
and holding individuals accountable. However, as corruption
1s & complex phenomenon any single prescription cannot do
away with it. Also, antl-corruption drives will have to be
adapted to cultural values. Fostering a culture of integrity
promoting ethical values, and encouraging individuals to re-
sist corrupt behaviour from within may create a sustainable
change that goes beyond legal consequences.

As we have noted above, the causes of corruption are di-
verse and complex. There may be various psychologieal, so-
clal, economic and cultural factors that might be attributed to
an individual’s corrupt behaviour such as an opportunity for
personal gain without consequences, a sense of being de-
prived due to unfair distribution of resources and career
perks, peer pressure to fit in a professional or social group
where corruption 1s normalised, and so on. However, the bot-
tom llne 1s always the lack of strong moral and ethical values.
Strong personal ethics and morality can resist and override
most of the causes of corruption.

A soclety can be termed corrupt, systems and Instltutions
can be percetved as infested by corruption, and a country can
gain a reputatlon as a corrupt country. But corruption begins
with individuals. It 1s the corrupt Individuals who taint socl-
etles, institutions and natlons with the stigma of corruption.

Hence, the necessary changes to eliminate corruption
from soclety and the country have to begin at the Individual
level within the inner self. As Michael Jackson sang in his fa-
mous song “Man In the Mirror*; “I'm starting with the man in
the mirror; I'm asking him to change his ways”, let the ‘man
In the mirror’ engage In Introspection and muster the morals,
ethics and consclence to make the change.

The writer is a former corporate professional
and academic
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