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ABSTRACT 

Mainstream corruption research suggests that corruption is universally harmful or 

dysfunctional and is bad for development and democracy. It also assumes that people who 

engage in corruption are rational actors seeking to maximise gain and are detached from their 

social context. However, this view has been challenged by a group of scholars who argue 

that in order to better understand how corruption comes about, we need to study what it 

means in context. Observations of practices commonly labelled as corruption suggest there 

are locally situated understandings of corruption that diverge from its portrayal in the media 

and by the global anti-corruption movement. 

This research investigates the different meanings of corruption constructed by actors 

situated in a particular context – in this case, Indonesia, using insights from the 

anthropological literature and cultural studies. These meanings are empirically explored 

through an analysis of newspaper articles and interviews with Indonesians, including 

members of government, business and anti-corruption organisations. Findings show that 

there are multiple meanings of corruption inferred from the articles and these meanings are 

bound up with notions of ‘democracy’ and ‘national identity’, reflecting changes in the 

political and economic context in which these meanings are produced. Similarly, meanings 

assigned to corruption by interviewees are also influenced by the context in which the 

interviewees are situated, such as their socio-economic interests and institutional positions. 

In analysing the different meanings, I found different conceptualisations of ethics and 

morality in relation to practices associated with corruption. Moreover, in applying the theory 

of care ethics, I argue that people who engage in these practices may subscribe to a different 

moral orientation, one that puts emphasis on caring for others and preserving relationships, 

as opposed to applying abstract universal codes of ethics. This is not to say that ethics is 

relative, but to assert that the understanding of ethics cannot be separated from the context 

within which it arises, and that it moves from generalising principles to a “focus on local 

meaning and sensemaking practices that constitute ethics” (Clegg, Kornberger et al. 2007 

p.119). 

The study contributes to corruption research by applying an ‘interpretive’ 

perspective, and by bringing in the views of people whose voices are rarely heard in 

empirical studies. At the same time, it contributes to corruption research in developing 

countries. Finally, there are some practical implications for anti-corruption campaigning, as 

well as for the larger policy community. 



iv 

 



v 

 

DECLARATION 

 

 

 

 

 

This is to certify that: 

 

(i) the thesis comprises only my original work towards the PhD, 

(ii) due acknowledgement has been made in the text to all other material used, 

(iii) the thesis is less than 100,000 words in length, exclusive of tables, maps, 

bibliographies and appendices. 

 

 

Signature:     Date: October 31, 2016 

 



vi 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

I was once one of those people who always quick to condemn any act associated with 

corruption. Every time I came across news stories around corruption, I was furious at the 

alleged perpetrators. Today, I have a much more informed view of those acts people simply 

label corruption. This has been quite a journey, not only intellectually, but also personally 

and spiritually. I hereby acknowledge those who have contributed to this journey.   

First of all, I would like to thank Associate Professor Susan Ainsworth and Professor 

Cynthia Hardy who introduced me to a different perspective in organisational research which 

has triggered much of my intellectual curiosity. I am forever in their debt not only for 

excellent academic guidance but also for the patience and understanding you gave me 

throughout. They are the kind of supervisors who I aspire to be in my own career as an 

academic. I am also deeply grateful to Associate Professor Peter Verhezen for his 

unwavering support and academic guidance since we met in 2008 when I first studied at 

Melbourne University. He has provided valuable encouragement for me to finish my study, 

despite the many challenges.  

I wish to thank Prof. Prakash Singh, Prof. Peter Gahan, and A/Prof. Anish Nagpal, as 

the PhD program directors for the duration of my project. They have supported me by 

ensuring that my study fulfils the different academic requirements. My sincere thanks also go 

to the departmental and MSGR professional staff, especially to Ms. Jennifer Decolongon the 

graduate research programs manager, Ms. Monique Shears, Ms. Samantha Boorn, Ms. 

Courtney Marriner, Mr. David Barry, Ms. Rebecca Todd, and the department manager Ms. 

Wendy Short. I also acknowledge the assistance of Mr. Albert Smith in helping me edit my 

work meticulously. My study would not have happened without the funding from the 

Endeavour Awards and so I would like to extend my gratitude to the Endeavour Scholarships 

team.  

All my fellow PhD fighters: Thank you for the friendly hello and all the positivity 

throughout, your presence has made a difference. Special thanks to Doctor Conan Hom, 

Doctor Alka Nand, Graham Dwyer, Doctor Julia Benkert, Elham Ghazimatin, and Buddhika 

Mannaperuma, you have made my days in the cold and quiet Spot building more bearable. I 

also would like to thank my fellow Indonesian students and their family, the Indonesian 

Moreland Primary School family, Pengajian Aisyah and Pengajian Brunswick family, all 

who have made my PhD journey more colourful and memorable with their friendship. My 



vii 

 

Indonesian sisters: Thank you for the discussions, the thoughtful advice, the time and the 

sincere support you have given me and my family during our stay in Melbourne. 

My heartfelt gratitude goes to all the people who helped me with the data collection, 

although unfortunately due to confidentiality I cannot mention all of them here. Special 

thanks to my sister-in-laws Alya and Almira who connected me with the people in their 

network. My fellow PhD Mamas: Thank you for being there, sharing your knowledge, 

stories, and laughter with me, and providing support when things got tough. Mbak Hani 

Yulindrasari, Bu Pratiwi Retnaningdyah, Mbak Septaliana Prananingtyas, your support 

meant a lot.  

I am most definitely thankful to my extended family for their patience, prayers, and 

encouragement. A big thank you to my Mama and Papa, for their love, guidance, support, 

criticism, all that have made me who I am today. Also to my little brother Aga, for 

occasionally minding his nieces during the final months of my study in Jakarta. Special 

thanks to Ayah and Ibu, for their continued love and support for me and my little family.  

To my number one supporter, my partner in learning and raising our two beautiful 

amanah from the Almighty: Thank you for your patience and comforting words when the 

days were tough, and for being the reliable man that you are, near or far. And to the girls in 

my heart and mind, the little souls who have kept me going in pursuing my dream: Khadija 

and Maryam, this thesis is dedicated to you both. Finally, I am utterly grateful for the 

blessings that Allah the Most Merciful and Most Gracious have bestowed upon me, for all 

the hardships in between the joy, without a doubt You have promised: “Surely with difficulty 

is ease.” (QS 94:5)



viii 

 

 

CONTENTS 

 

ABSTRACT ......................................................................................................................... iii 

DECLARATION ................................................................................................................... v 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS .................................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF TABLES ................................................................................................................. x 

 
CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................... 1 

Corruption and society ....................................................................................................... 3 

Meanings and representations ............................................................................................ 5 

Thesis outline ..................................................................................................................... 6 

 
CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE ................................................................ 10 

Corruption in local and international development ......................................................... 11 

The spread of anti-corruption ideas worldwide ........................................................... 13 

Anti-corruption and Indonesia’s crisis ......................................................................... 13 

Further reform: decentralisation, bureaucratic reform and the transparency movement15 

The rationalist approach to studying corruption .............................................................. 17 

Rationalist work in management and organisation studies on corruption ................... 20 

Emerging debates in organisational corruption research ................................................. 25 

(Un)ethical behaviour: mindless or mindful ................................................................ 25 

Ethical behaviour: atomistic or embedded ................................................................... 27 

Ethical issues: objective or constructed ....................................................................... 28 

Anthropological approaches to corruption ....................................................................... 31 

Characteristics and contributions of anthropological research .................................... 32 

Extending anthropological approaches on corruption: postcolonial studies................ 35 

Conclusion and research questions .................................................................................. 38 

 
CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS .................................................................. 39 

An interpretive methodology ........................................................................................... 39 

Research Setting ............................................................................................................... 41 

Indonesia’s political and economic history (1600-1999) ............................................. 43 

Corruption in Indonesia ................................................................................................... 47 

Anti-corruption efforts ................................................................................................. 53 

Data collection and analysis ............................................................................................. 56 

Media texts ................................................................................................................... 56 

Analysis of media texts ................................................................................................ 58 

Interviews ..................................................................................................................... 61 



ix 

 

CHAPTER FOUR: MEDIA TEXT FINDINGS .................................................................. 69 

Three episodes of meanings ............................................................................................. 70 

Episode 1: The cure for corruption is democracy ........................................................ 70 

Episode 2: Corruption has gone wild, thanks to democracy ........................................ 81 

Episode 3: Never mind, corruption can wait; democracy is what we want ................. 90 

Conclusion ....................................................................................................................... 99 

CHAPTER FIVE: INTERVIEW FINDINGS ................................................................... 105 

Multiple meanings of corruption ................................................................................... 105 

The difficulties of disengaging from corruption ........................................................ 106 

The solutions to corruption ........................................................................................ 125 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................... 138 

 
CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION .................................................... 144 

Discussion ...................................................................................................................... 144 

Meanings of corruption .............................................................................................. 145 

Making sense of corruption through ‘national identity’ ............................................ 150 

Constructing the ‘moral being’ and the relevance of care ethics ............................... 156 

Reflections and limitations ............................................................................................ 161 

Contributions and further research ................................................................................. 165 

 

REFERENCES .................................................................................................................. 172 

 

APPENDIX 1: PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT (ENGLISH VERSION) ................ 189 

 

APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDELINE ...................................................................... 191 

 



x 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 2.1 Early political events .............................................................................................. 43 

Table 2.2 Relevant major reforms .......................................................................................... 46 

Table 2.3 Key events in the battle against corruption ............................................................. 54 

Table 2.4 Newspaper article categories .................................................................................. 59 

Table 2.5 Analysis of media texts ........................................................................................... 60 

Table 2.7 Codes used in the preliminary coding ..................................................................... 65 

Table 2.8 Glossary of terms used by interviewees in describing corruption (short version) .. 66 

Table 2.9 Individual and group summary ............................................................................... 68 

Table 4.1 Indonesia’s key events ............................................................................................ 69 

Table 4.2 Summary of episodes .............................................................................................. 71 

Table 4.3. Selected major corruption scandals ....................................................................... 72 

Table 5.1 First category of meanings: Difficulties of disengaging from corruption – positive 

functions of corruption .......................................................................................................... 106 

Table 5.2 Meanings by group – why corruption is hard to stop ........................................... 114 

Table 5.3 Meanings by groups – how to solve corruption .................................................... 133 

 

 

 

  

 



1 

 

CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

“Corruption is a cancer. Corruption is the greatest eroding factor in a society. 

Corruption is the largest impediment to investment. And it is not just a theoretical 

concept.” (James D. Wolfensohn, President of The World Bank, 1999)1 

 

Corruption is evil. This has been the dominant view worldwide. In the late 

1990s, a massive campaign towards curbing corruption in Africa and Asia was 

launched, led by the World Bank and Transparency International in collaboration with 

state governments. Corruption was referred to as the “cancer”, which “eats into the 

moral fabric of society” (Amundsen 1999 p. 1), impeding and undermining democracy 

and development. The strength of the Bank’s campaign internationally grew into a 

consensus which resulted in different conventions, programs and policies being carried 

out around the globe. In contemporary Indonesia, corruption is an everyday topic. There 

is at least one main news media outlet covering news about corruption in any given day. 

Corruption is an acute moral disease, so the dominant argument goes, and we need a 

massive campaign to eradicate it. 

Such a view is consistent with mainstream corruption research. ‘Rationalist’ 

research maintains that corruption is in and of itself inherently harmful or dysfunctional 

to society and many scholars describe it in negative terms (Torsello and Venard 2016) 

as a generic ‘social problem’. Researchers adopting a ‘rationalist’ approach often 

assume that corruption can be defined objectively and therefore have mostly studied it 

using quantitative methods. They further contend that individuals who commit corrupt 

acts are primarily motivated by rational motives such as maximising personal benefits. 

Their inquiry also tends to focus on the ‘cause’ or ‘effects’ of corruption. For example, 

they commonly argue that corruption hurts economic growth and retards development. 

Adopting the World Bank’s definition of corruption as the ‘abuse of public office power 

for private gain’, they maintain corruption has negative effects on investment, 

productivity (Lambsdorff 2003) and, therefore, a country’s economic growth rate 

(Mauro 1995), although its effects are weaker in the less developed nations. This is 

                                                        
1 This quote is from Wolfensohn’s remarks at the International Conference on Democracy, Market 

Economy, and Development in Seoul, February 26, 1999, cited in Wolfensohn, J. D. (2005). Voice for the 

World's Poor: Selected Speeches and Writings of World Bank President James D. Wolfensohn, 1995-

2005, World Bank Publications. 
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possibly because the scale and type of corruption found there is considered ”more 

predictable” (p. 1061) – when corrupt governments behave as expected by those seeking 

favours, there is less negative impact on investment because investors are convinced 

engaging in corruption would yield expected results (Campos, Edgardo Campos et al. 

1999). Others maintain that corruption leads to the unfair allocation of resources and a 

poor quality of infrastructure (Klitgaard 1988). At the same time, it hinders a firm’s 

growth presumably because paying bribes increases operating costs but does not always 

guarantee a positive result (Fisman and Svensson 2007).  

There are some counter-arguments to this negative view of corruption. For 

example, Lui (1985) proposed that bribery ‘greased the wheels’ of the economy, 

therefore benefiting governments. Meon and Weill (2010) also maintain that corruption 

is helpful in weakly-governed countries where governments are considered ineffective 

and prone to producing burdensome regulations. Nevertheless, rationalist research has, 

by and large, maintained that corruption is universally harmful or dysfunctional. 

Researchers studying corruption using an anthropological lens suggest that it is 

not a ‘given’ phenomenon. They predominantly argue that corruption, its causes, effects 

and its workings are determined through social processes situated in particular contexts. 

Drawing on detailed ethnographic material, these studies demonstrate that corruption is 

understood differently by different people embedded in different cultures. In Indonesia, 

for example, there are several ways one can refer to practices commonly labelled as 

corruption. This is arguably related to Indonesians’ strong emphasis on status (Smith 

1971) and the importance of saving one’s face. The implied obligation to reciprocate a 

gift or a special treatment, for example, is strongly upheld by Indonesians in their 

everyday life, for they will go to great lengths to avoid embarrassing themselves or 

others. The need to recognise one’s status or the assistance received are also reflected in 

the use of euphemistic language, such as ‘uang lelah’ (tired money) (Znoj 2007), ‘uang 

rokok’ (cigarette money) or ‘tanda terima kasih’ (thank you money) which outsiders 

often refer to as simply ‘bribery’ or ‘gratuities’.  

This apparent tension between the global anti-corruption messages and how 

corruption is understood by people in different cultural contexts can render these 

messages ineffective. It is this important difference of perception and its effects upon 

the reception and meaning made of anti-corruption messages that has triggered this 

study. If those who seek to combat corruption are to effectively communicate with a 

variety of people with different interests, it is imperative that they understand their 
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different perspectives and the (perhaps unintended) consequences anti-corruption efforts 

may have for existing relationships and arrangements as well as its potential material 

impact on different segments of Indonesian society.  

More specifically, this research is informed by an anthropological approach 

which treats corruption as socially constructed with multiple meanings which are 

assigned by actors situated in a particular time and place. My study explores such a 

view by examining media articles and conversations about corruption with selected 

groups of people in Indonesia. It uses concepts from anthropological and cultural 

studies which are particularly well suited to the study of a globally known yet highly 

controversial topic of present day society. 

This chapter will introduce the background and rationale for this research, it will 

explain how the study was conducted, and summarise its main findings. 

Corruption and society 

‘Corruption’ has largely been construed as an undesirable and destructive aspect 

of social life. There are deeply rooted notions about ‘corruption’ as ‘decay’ or 

‘impurity’ (Hindess 2012). Consequently, throughout modern-Western history, 

corruption has been deemed as the enemy of humanity. Many social institutions such as 

governments, educational and religious foundations, as well as the media, articulately 

condemn corruption as malignant and align their policies with such a disposition. Yet 

‘corruption’ has made its entrance into the lives of people in different societies and 

cultures. The launch of the global anti-corruption movement in the late 1990s, in 

particular, led to a significant undertaking in the research community towards 

unpacking the complexities of corruption and the ways through which it can be 

completely eradicated from human interactions. A quick research on the Web of Science 

portal reveals that there was a significant increase in the number of studies on 

corruption, starting with 1,125 articles in the year 2000 but increasing to 10,104 

academic articles published by mid 2016. 

These studies mostly viewed corruption in rationalistic terms; i.e., that 

corruption is a result of rational agents seeking to maximise individual gains, detached 

from his or her social relations and circumstances. Moreover, they also view corruption 

as an ‘objective’ fact of life and seek to uncover its true causes and consequences 

(Sonenshein 2007, Martin and Parmar 2012). A deeper examination of the works of 

management and organisation scholars reveals that there are still debates in the literature 
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pertaining to corruption which need to be addressed. My analysis of these debates 

suggests the need for research to look at how corruption is interpreted by actors who 

exist in a network of social relationships and situated in a particular context.  

In this regard, I have drawn from anthropological studies (Haller and Shore 

2005, Torsello and Venard 2016) which emphasise a contextualised understanding of 

corruption, avoid formal definitions and moral evaluations, and focus attention on 

process, meaning and identity. Anthropological studies adopting a postcolonial 

perspective more specifically have argued that the dissemination of ideas about 

(anti)corruption is largely influenced by the West’s democracy movement. 

Consequently, how corruption is understood is inseparable from how ideas about 

democracy are produced and consumed in a particular context. Moreover, through their 

research, they demonstrate that what counts as corruption differs from time to time, 

from nation to nation, from society to society. The understandings of practices 

considered under the label ‘corruption’ are in fact varied from context to context. 

In Russia, for example, sociologist Ledeneva studied the complexity of blat, the 

use of personal connections in Russia commonly framed in a negative way because it 

bypasses formal procedures (Onoshchenko and Williams 2014). Through an 

anthropological approach, she found that as one of Russia’s “unwritten rules” (p.2), blat 

is in fact just a different mode of interpersonal exchange which does not carry any sense 

of moral decay (Ledeneva 2001). Similarly, using examples from Nigeria, Kenya and 

Sri Lanka, Orjuela (2014) highlights the complexities of practices associated with 

corruption by arguing that these practices are not just about securing material benefits, 

they involve individual personal struggles to fulfil ethnic identity expectations. 

My observations of practical phenomena outlined in the beginning of this 

chapter echo some of the debates which have arisen in management and organisation 

literature regarding three ‘features’ of corruption. These will be discussed in the 

literature review. Such debates are, in turn, reflected in insights from anthropological 

studies on corruption and this has prompted my inquiry on the meanings of corruption 

in a context that is suitable for researching the phenomena in Indonesia.  

Therefore, instead of studying the influence or impact of (anti)corruption 

campaigns on the behaviour or practices of different social groups, I focus on how 

(anti)corruption is constructed in relation to different behaviours or practices. I explore 

how the media and professionals from various backgrounds, i.e., in government, 

business and the anti-corruption sector, assign different meanings to practices associated 
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with corruption, and how their meaning-making activities influence how corruption is 

understood and acted upon in social life.  

Meanings and representations 

In studying what corruption means in the Indonesian context, I use insights from 

cultural studies and anthropological literature. Drawing on ideas of social 

constructionism, cultural studies scholars contend that social practices (including 

corruption) do not have meanings in themselves, but are given meanings by social 

actors. The process of giving or fixing meanings works through language and language 

works through representation (Hall 1997). 

Different representations lead to different knowledge, different ways of thinking 

about something and different ways of acting on the world. Following constructionism, 

human beings construct meanings about the world and different objects in it as they 

interact with the world and the things and people they encounter (Crotty 1998). 

Meanings are therefore varied and fluid and some become more dominant than others as 

different texts are produced and circulated by different actors in their attempt at fixing 

meanings (Hardy and Phillips 2004). 

These processes by which certain meanings become more influential than others 

can be explained through the concept of discourse – a set of interrelated texts and also 

practices of producing, disseminating and reading of different texts, which brings an 

object or idea into being (Fairclough 1992, Phillips and Hardy 1997). Through 

discourse, “social reality is produced and made real” and made meaningful (Phillips and 

Hardy 2002 p. 3). For instance, the discourse of climate change produces new categories 

such as ‘climate risks’, ‘sustainable development’ and (only) certain ways of talking and 

acting on issues related to climate and the environment. People deploy different 

discourses to explain their social reality influenced by their relationships and how they 

are positioned in society (Fairclough 2003). Some meanings become more dominant, 

natural, and acceptable than others as different social actors struggle to promote the 

meanings which align with their particular interests (Hardy and Phillips 2004).  

The meanings assigned to corruption through the discourse of anti-corruption 

can, in this sense, be considered as the ‘dominant meanings’ which have arguably 

influenced the way practices associated with corruption are made meaningful by 

different social actors. The idea of meanings and representations and how they operate 
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through ‘discourse’ is a useful way of conceptualising the construction of multiple 

meanings of corruption in a particular context.  

Cultural studies scholarship points to the central role of the media in promoting 

particular meanings for a particular phenomenon. They further highlight how the media 

and society interact in shaping the meanings of different social practices. Thus, it is 

important to study the meanings produced in relation to these two groups. In addition, 

ethics and morality feature prominently in mainstream corruption research, whereby 

practices labelled as corruption have often been construed as a violation of universal 

moral standards. Anthropological research, however, suggests that ethics and morality 

are important concepts which need to be situated in context as opposed to being treated 

as universal or context-free. This does not mean that one should adopt an ethically 

relativist stance towards the issue of corruption. Rather one needs to be mindful of the 

extent to which the specificities of the context matter when attempting to understand 

how corruption and its boundaries are defined. By including context, “ethical problems 

are [then] made visible and discussed as complex problems rather than as problems that 

can be managed according to an economic calculus” (Clegg, Kornberger et al. 2007 p 

117). This, in turn, has implications for how practices labelled as corruption should be 

theorised in relation to these issues. Accordingly, I have developed two research 

questions in this study: (1) What meanings of corruption are constructed in the 

Indonesian context? (2) How do notions of ethics and morality feature in these 

meanings?  

The findings of this study indicate that journalists and members of society assign 

different meanings of corruption through a construction of democracy and national or 

cultural identity. Furthermore, through constructions of national identity, actors may 

legitimise or delegitimise practices associated with corruption. As a result, they may 

support or undermine anti-corruption messages. With regards to the issue of ethics and 

morality, my analysis of the interviews suggests that people place less emphasis on the 

universal nature of codes of ethics and give more attention to the specific circumstances 

and relationships which give rise to practices frequently labelled as corruption. 

Thesis outline 

Chapter 2 will review the theories mentioned above to demonstrate how I 

arrived at the research questions. This review of literature will begin with a contextual 

discussion of the topic being studied by presenting the (anti)corruption position as 
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evinced in the local and international development discourse. It will trace the socio-

historical underpinnings of the anti-corruption movement globally and in Indonesia, the 

setting of my research. This will be followed by a section on the ‘rationalist’ approach 

to the phenomena which will look at how mainstream scholars have studied corruption. 

I will then summarise the three debates emanating from this literature regarding whether 

corrupt behaviour should be considered mindful or ‘mindless’, the extent to which 

social dimensions influence individuals engaging in corruption and whether ethical 

issues associated with corruption are ‘given’ and objectively identifiable or are 

constructed by individuals in specific social contexts. I will show that a different 

approach is needed in studying corruption in order to take account of and address these 

debates.  

The second part of Chapter 2 will focus on the characteristics and contributions 

of corruption studies, taking an anthropological perspective (Haller and Shore 2005, 

Torsello and Venard 2016) which informs my research. These studies emphasise a 

contextualised understanding of corruption, which avoids formal definitions and moral 

evaluations, and which focuses attention on process, meaning and identity. In addition, 

insights from anthropological studies adopting a postcolonial lens towards the 

relationship between (anti)corruption and democratisation will also be explored. These 

discussions will further demonstrate that corruption needs to be studied from the 

perspective of the actors concerned with attention to the meanings they construct at 

specific times and places. This, and my observation of the practical phenomena lead to 

my research questions. 

In chapter 3, I will explain the research methodology and methods applied to 

answer the research questions developed. The chapter will begin by justifying my 

selection of interpretive methodology which takes human interpretation as crucial for 

understanding the social world (Burrell and Morgan 1985, Moran 2002). It will then be 

followed by a justification of my selected geographic site, Indonesia, which is a 

particularly rich context because it is deemed corrupt by actors inside and outside the 

country and because previous studies suggest there is scope to explore the situated 

meanings of corruption (Znoj 2007, Budiman, Roan et al. 2012). I specifically focus on 

the meanings of corruption in the context of business-government relations because this 

has attracted considerable scholarly attention in recent years in which they argue that 

the intense patron-client relationship is the key reason why corruption flourishes in 

Indonesia (Khan 1998, Kahn and Formosa 2002, Lim and Stern 2002). I was interested 
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in exploring how actors construct meanings of ethical and unethical behaviour in 

context. Consistent with this approach, the boundaries between ‘grand’ and ‘petty’ 

corruption were considered as being generated through participant’s meaning-making, 

rather than being determined as ‘a priori’ categories. I will then describe the suitability 

of media text analysis and interviews as methods of exploring meanings that are central 

to an interpretive study. The chapter will conclude with descriptions of data gathering 

and analysis of newspaper articles and the conduct and analysis of interviews with five 

interviewee groups – the anti-corruption promoter, business owner, private employee, 

members of government and others such as academics and independent professionals.  

Chapter 4, the first of two findings chapters, will elaborate on how newspaper 

articles predominantly construct a ‘dysfunctional’ meaning of corruption in relation to 

democracy which draws on different societal discourses including anti-corruption, 

democracy and development discourses. Chapter 5 discusses how interviewees 

construct multiple meanings for corruption, which I organise under ‘why corruption is 

hard to stop’ and ‘how to solve corruption’. Moreover, it will show how different 

interviewee groups assign different meanings to practices many label as corruption 

characterising them as both ‘dysfunctional’ and ‘functional’, depending upon specific 

constructions of national or cultural identity. These meanings suggest the different roles 

of ‘corruption’ in interviewees’ everyday life: how it helps organisations to function, 

helps people to secure an acceptable standard of living and serves to maintain a sense of 

belonging to a particular social group. Chapters 4 and 5 will also show how the 

construction of corruption in newspaper articles and the meanings constructed for 

corruption by interviewees converge, especially in relation to national identity. 

Chapter 6 will discuss the above findings in relation to cultural studies concepts 

as well as identity scholarship. Here I will draw on the concept of representations to 

show the highly contingent nature of the meanings of corruption. I will look at why and 

how meanings of corruption are constructed in relation to national identity and other 

societal discourses related to people’s economic struggles and religious understandings. 

The final section of the discussion will examine the findings in relation to my second 

research question which queries how notions of ethics and morality are implicated in the 

different meanings of corruption. I will apply the theory of care ethics to unpack the 

morality of corruption from the point-of-view of interviewees. Following this, I will 

reflect on my role as the researcher in constructing the knowledge presented in this 

study and recognise its limitations. To conclude this thesis, I will discuss my 
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contributions to theory, suggestions for future research and practical implications of this 

study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

This chapter will argue that while the mainstream rationalist literature has 

developed valuable insights about the nature of corrupt behaviour, there are still debates 

in the literature about whether corrupt behaviour should be considered mindful or 

‘mindless’, the extent to which social dimensions influence individuals engaging in 

corruption, and whether ethical issues associated with corruption are ‘given’ and 

objectively identifiable or are constructed by individuals in specific social contexts.  

My analysis of these debates suggests the need for research to look at how 

corruption is interpreted by actors engaging in social relations and situated in a 

particular context. In this regard, I have drawn from anthropological studies (Haller and 

Shore 2005, Torsello and Venard 2016) which emphasise a contextualised 

understanding of corruption, which avoid formal definitions and moral evaluations, and 

which focus attention on process, meaning and identity. I also draw on studies adopting 

a postcolonial perspective that have argued that because (anti)corruption is inseparable 

from the West’s project of consolidation of democracy and neoliberal development in 

postcolonial contexts, (anti)corruption also needs to be understood in relation to the 

dissemination of ideas about democratisation and development in those contexts.  

This chapter will first provide a contextual understanding of the topic being 

studied by presenting the (anti)corruption position as evinced in the local and 

international development discourse. It will trace the socio-historical underpinnings of 

the anti-corruption movement globally and in Indonesia, the setting of my research. 

Following this, I will discuss the dominant framework for studying corruption, namely 

the rationalist approach. Situating my research in management and organisation studies, 

I then focus on management and organisation scholars’ works which attempt to unpack 

the ethical and behavioural dimension of corruption. The literature indicates there are 

emerging debates – particularly in relation to individuals’ interpretations of corruption 

and their ethical reasoning. These debates point to the need for adopting a different lens 

when studying corruption: one which can be described as ‘anthropological’ (Haller and 

Shore 2005, Torsello and Venard 2016). 

An anthropological approach puts forward an alternative perspective for 

studying corruption and shows that corruption is inseparable from social, political and 
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cultural realms. Combining insights from organisation studies and anthropological 

work, I then formulate my research questions.  

Corruption in local and international development  

 

“The international community simply must deal with the cancer of corruption, because 

it is a major barrier to sustainable and equitable development. This report clearly 

signals that the World Bank Group stands ready to do all that we can to help our 

member countries and partners to increase their efforts in the fight against corruption. 

The time for action is now.” (World Bank 1997 p. 2) 

 

The world is at war with corruption. Countries of the North and South pledged 

their commitment to fighting what was later widely known as the ‘abuse of public office 

power for private gain’ (World Bank 1997). Prominent figures firmly announced their 

full support for eradicating corruption, citing its many negative impacts on 

development, mostly framed in economic terms. This section will outline the centrality 

of the anti-corruption agenda throughout the discourse of development worldwide and 

how it manifests in various reform programs and policies established in the setting of 

my research, Indonesia.  

I will begin by giving a brief history of the global anti-corruption movement by 

focusing on the work of the World Bank, often seen as one of the leading anti-

corruption proponents internationally. I will show how the Bank successfully spreads 

the idea of anti-corruption through its aid programs and policies in different countries, 

particularly Indonesia. Moving from the pre-reform (i.e., prior to 1998) to the reform 

era (i.e., after 1998), I will show how anti-corruption programs which send a strong 

message that corruption causes poverty and inhibits progress, have gained much support 

from key development actors in Indonesia and have been manifested in a number of 

government-enacted rules/regulations. Finally, I will draw my conclusions and outline 

my research questions. 

Anti-corruption arguably entered the scene of international development in the 

late 1990s in what Naim (1997) called the ‘corruption eruption’. There was an 

overwhelming call, locally and globally, at that time for the eradication of corruption. 

This call was led by international development agencies, particularly the World Bank 

(Koechlin 2013). This followed the evolution of the World Bank’s strategy in the 
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aftermath of the global crisis in the 1960s which forced the Bank to introduce “an 

emphasis on morality and on poverty”, so as to prove its crucial role in the international 

arena, especially to donors (Marquette 2003 p. 26). Such a move was politically 

motivated, and controversial among the Bank’s executives, with some arguing it was an 

effort to discipline aid-receiving countries (see Polzer 2001, Marquette 2003). 

In his groundbreaking speech in 1996, then-World Bank president James D. 

Wolfensohn proclaimed that developing countries needed to fight the ”cancer of 

corruption” in order to achieve economic growth and reduce poverty (World Bank 1997 

p. 2). The World Bank then launched a massive campaign towards curbing corruption in 

developing countries, particularly those in Africa and Asia. Anti-corruption programs 

were designed as part of a broader governance campaign which sparked sharp criticism, 

particularly regarding the issue of political conditionality – where aid is only given if a 

particular target country could follow the conditions which involve setting up a 

favourable political environment in line with the ideas of ‘liberal democracy’ 

(Marquette 2001).  

Before 1997, corruption was “virtually unmentionable” (Wallace 2008 p. 218). 

It was a risky move for the World Bank to openly discuss this sensitive issue because of 

the close relationships the Bank had developed with country officials often considered 

primary actors in corruption2. The Bank’s mandate also specified that it should not go 

into the realm of domestic politics – which includes corruption (Marquette 2001). 

Fortunately, the Bank’s shift to anti-corruption work received little resistance from 

country leaders (such as in the case of Kenya and Uganda) while the call to fight 

corruption received loud support from the general population (Marquette 2003).  

The World Bank did not work alone. One year before launching its massive anti-

corruption campaign, another international agency established by a former World Bank 

official – Transparency International (TI), had already begun producing its annual 

Corruption Perception Index (CPI), which was influential in constructing corruption as 

the illness infecting economies at a global level (Bracking 2007) and positioning 

countries in terms of their ‘honesty’ or ‘corruptness’. Despite scholarly criticisms (e.g., 

de Maria 2008, Hansen 2012), politicians and media continued to use the CPI to their 

advantage as the index gained popularity through appropriation by other international 

                                                        
2 Perhaps this is why the Bank proposed an amnesty for senior officials, particularly in the Indonesian 

case, ensuring that elite collaborators were not going to be affected by the new cause. See Schutte, S. A. 

(2012). "Against the odds: anti-corruption reform in Indonesia." Public Administration and Development 

32(1): 38-48.  
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agencies and local NGOs. Following the CPI, other indices were produced by other 

organisations, for example, the Control of Corruption Index, the International Country 

Risk Guide of PRS (Political Risk Services Group), the Bribe Payers Index, and the 

International Crime Victimisation Survey.  

The spread of anti-corruption ideas worldwide 

Around the globe, the World Bank is perhaps the most prominent campaigner 

for anti-corruption. It portrays itself as having taken, since 1996, a “leading role in the 

fight against corruption, supporting more than 600 anti-corruption programs and 

governance initiatives developed by its member countries” (World Bank 2005 p. 1). At 

the same time, TI, the Bank’s closest ally in the fight against corruption, has been 

working hard to rally support for its cause. Although several researchers have noted that 

in many cases the word ‘corruption’ has no exact translation in the local language 

(Hindess 2012), anti-corruption quickly gained approval from the international 

community (Marquette 2003). The strength of the Bank’s campaign internationally 

grew into a consensus which resulted in conventions, programs and policies devised by 

various international organisations such as the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention, the 

Organisation of American States on the Inter-American Convention Against Corruption, 

anti-corruption policies by the African Development Bank and the Asian Development 

Bank, the establishment of OECD Working Group on Bribery, the International 

Chamber of Commerce Standing Committee on Extortion and Bribery, the Council of 

Europe Multidisciplinary Group on Corruption, the UN Office of Drug Control and the 

Interpol International Groups of Experts on Corruption (Marquette 2003). 

Anti-corruption and Indonesia’s crisis 

Indonesia is one of the many countries working with the World Bank in various 

programs and activities including anti-corruption. The Bank had already been involved 

with the Indonesian government since the early 1960s in the form of ‘policy dialogue’ 

and just before the 1997 Asian crisis – in the implementation of Country Assistance 

Strategy (CAS). In working with Indonesia, corruption was never treated in an explicit 

manner by the Bank before the country was plunged into a deep recession (Lindsey 

2008). However, numerous documents under the theme of governance or corruption 

were produced and circulated following Wolfensohn’s address in 1996, which included 

a paper explaining Indonesia’s crisis in 1998 which identified improving governance as 

a key necessity in Indonesia’s reform agenda. 
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The World Bank argued that fixing governance needed to be a ‘policy priority 

that extends well into the medium term’ (World Bank 1998) despite their initial 

observation that “Indonesia’s critically weak institutions and endemic corruption” 

(World Bank 1999 p.1) were just contributing factors to – rather than the ultimate cause 

of – the country’s devastating economic and social crisis. Soon enough, market failure 

which led to the crisis was publicly framed as corruption3 (World Bank 2008) which left 

the Bank free to discuss the problem of weak institutions and endemic corruption in 

broader policy discourse (Fine, Lapavitsas et al. 2001). The Bank was also criticised for 

being implicated in corruption (The Jakarta Post 1998, Schwarz 1999). Nonetheless, it 

retained its position as one of the main sponsors of the governance reform program.  

The departure of Soeharto in 1998 led to the Reform Era Indonesia. Numerous 

development agreements were signed between the Indonesian government and the 

World Bank to support Indonesia’s reform efforts. The World Bank’s programs were 

diverse and usually came under the umbrella of public sector governance or reform 

which remained closely linked to development goals. In its statements, it emphasised 

that programs were only executed in response to requests by the host government, 

although some news reports suggested that this is debatable (Marquette 2003). 

As Indonesia slowly recovered from the Asian Financial Crisis, an optimistic 

view emerged along with a firm belief that a governance reform agenda was urgently 

needed. Through its Second Policy Reform Support Loan, the Bank closely advised the 

Indonesian government to produce two laws to improve transparency and efficiency, 

namely the Anti-Corruption Law and Competition Law (World Bank 1999). Both laws 

were considered crucial in establishing sound economic governance. The World Bank 

further argued that governance is more than just promoting annual economic growth, it 

tackles corruption that hurts the poor and ‘eats away... the moral fibre...’ (Weisman 

2007) of society. In a paper titled ‘Indonesia: Seizing Opportunity’ (World Bank 2000), 

it was once again emphasised that Indonesia is a country seeking to catch up with other 

countries, and this could only be done by addressing the country’s problem of 

institutional weaknesses.  

The most influential document which had been cited by the government and 

donors alike is perhaps Combating Corruption in Indonesia, in which the Bank argued 

                                                        
3 Although this is an influential view, it is not the only one. Others argued financial mismatches led 
to the crisis, suggesting that corruption and bad governance were only an indirect cause to the 
crisis. For example see Li, S. (1999). "The Benefits and Costs of Relation-based Governance: An 
Explanation of the East Asian Miracle and Crisis." SSRN Working Paper Series. 
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that accountability is the key to ‘reducing poverty and promoting progress’ (World 

Bank 2003). Moreover, the World Bank viewed good governance and anti-corruption as 

important to its poverty alleviation mission. Both issues were considered very important 

and have wide implications, following a so-called Systematic Country Diagnostic 

(SDC) which shed light on how corruption slowed down poverty-fighting and 

prosperity distribution.  

Through an implementing agency called the Partnership for Governance 

Reform, the Bank worked to promote good governance and anti-corruption activity 

throughout government agencies and key development actors. The Partnership was a 

multi-stake holder organisation working with government agencies and civil society 

organisations (CSOs), which was deemed by some critics as performing poorly in terms 

of its own accountability (DFAT AusAID 2012). This has brought a convergence of 

ideas concerning (neoliberal) reform, democracy and addressing poverty among 

development policy makers (Mosse 2005). The National Development Program for the 

year 2000–2004, for instance, specifically identified corruption as a key issue to be 

tackled to defend the national interest (Crouch 2008). 

Further reform: decentralisation, bureaucratic reform and the transparency 

movement 

In 2001, under the strong influence of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), 

the World Bank and other international development agencies, the Indonesian 

government undertook ‘big bang’ decentralisation (Hadiz and Robison 2013), in which 

it went from “from one of the most centralised systems in the world to one of the most 

decentralised” (World Bank 2003 p. 1). Decentralisation was a policy implemented 

partly as an answer to a long history of dissatisfaction in the regions (Hadiz 2004). The 

Bank provided technical assistance focusing on streamlining business licensing in order 

to decrease opportunities for corruption, facilitating land administration reforms to 

support decentralisation efforts, and enabling a sound business environment for the 

private sector (World Bank 2015). Evaluations of the success of Indonesia’s 

decentralisation policy showed mixed results; nevertheless, the idea of ‘reform’ has 

been firmly implanted in many government organisations.  

In 2010, the government continued its commitment towards reform by launching 

a 15-year public sector governance reform program under the banner of ‘Reformasi 

Birokrasi’ (Bureucratic Reform), which was partly funded by the World Bank. The 

program also aimed to improve the capacity of regional governments to better manage 
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the rapid decentralisation. The government worked with other international 

development agencies to revise various conflicting laws, facilitate the formulation of the 

National Anti-Corruption Strategy (STRANAS), and initiate various integrated financial 

reforms, in addition to managing resistance from within the state apparatus (DFAT 

AusAID 2012).  

The strong consensus of key policy makers around the idea of governance 

reform and anti-corruption during the preceding decade was highly visible in the reform 

program and quickly gave birth to a host of different instruments designed to reform the 

bureaucracy, such as undertaking a large-scale job analysis throughout government 

ministries, the development of a professional code of ethics for state employees and the 

cultivation of TI-inspired ‘islands of integrity’ (UNODC 1999) – an idealised 

organisational space free from corruption. The Ministry in charge of the national 

bureaucracy reform program even changed its name into the Ministry of State 

Apparatus and Bureaucratic Reform to incorporate the spirit of reform. Internationally, 

in addition to joining governance-related initiatives, the Indonesian government has 

been actively engaging in international working groups designed to discuss and 

facilitate transnational collaboration on anti-corruption issues such as the OECD 

Working Group on Bribery and the G-20 Anti-Corruption Working Group. 

This anti-corruption movement has been followed by the transparency wave. In 

addition to other anti-corruption related regulations (see Table 2.1), the Freedom of 

Information (FOI) Law passed in 2008 was considered a major achievement in 

supporting good governance and anti-corruption efforts in Indonesia. A World Bank 

study claimed that FOI laws help to secure ‘more effective government, less regulatory 

burden, less corruption, more accountability, increased rule of law, and bureaucratic 

efficiency’ (World Bank 2008). A different study, however, found that the Right to 

Public Information Act which came into force in 2010 is confronted by challenges 

relating to the public’s attitude towards requesting information from public officials 

(Article 19 2015). The study revealed that the public did not want to exercise their right 

to information because of fear of being perceived as questioning authority.  

The promotion of good governance and anti-corruption in Indonesia seemed to 

have succeeded insofar as the former was treated as coherent and unproblematic 

(Andrews 2010, Gisselquist 2012) and the latter as inherently desirable (Koechlin 

2013). However, in scholarly debates, the two concepts have been scrutinised for a 
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Table 2.1 Laws related to governance and anti-corruption (1999-2012) 

Year Laws/regulations 
 

1999 

 

Law No. 28 regarding State Administrator Clean and Free of Corruption  

1999 Law No. 31 regarding Anti-Corruption Act  

2000 Law No. 44 regarding National Ombudsman Commission  

2001 Law No. 20 regarding Amendment to Anti-Corruption Act  

2002 Law No 20 regarding Corruption Eradication Commission 

2008 Law No. 14 regarding Freedom of Information  

2010 Law No. 8 regarding Prevention and Eradication Money Laundering  

2012 Presidential Regulation No. 55 Regarding National Strategy on Corruption Prevention and 

Eradication 

 

number of reasons, for example for being donor-driven and Western-centric (Schnell 

2015) and highly political in terms of how they work to police developing countries (ul 

Haq 1994, Mawuko-Yevugah 2014).  

In summary, corruption has occupied a central position in development 

discourse, locally as well as globally. It has become widely accepted that many of the 

challenges or problems in Third World societies, such as poverty and inequality, are an 

indirect result of corruption and poor governance or weak institutions. It follows then 

that governments need to focus on issues such as corruption and work hard to improve 

their institutions. In working to solve these issues, many of the anti-corruption 

initiatives draw on a rationalist approach to corruption, to which I now turn. 

The rationalist approach to studying corruption  

One dominant approach to studying corruption might be termed ‘rationalist’. 

This includes theory and research that takes a macro perspective (i.e., country-level) as 

adopted by many scholars in law, economics and politics, looking at corruption and its 

effects on a host of variables such as a country’s political processes, economic 

performance and other measures of development; as well as research that takes a micro 

perspective, as demonstrated by management/organisation scholars who discuss 

corruption as a type of unethical behaviour which may be analysed at individual and 

organisation levels. Both perspectives tend to assume that corruption is in and of itself 

inherently harmful or dysfunctional to society. They also tend to assume that corrupt 

individuals are rational actors seeking to maximise their gains. I will describe each of 

these perspectives and the findings that have been generated from these assumptions. 
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Rationalist scholars adopting a macro perspective often use a variety of 

quantitative methods to study corruption by focusing on its causal relations with 

different variables such as economic growth and democracy. Rationalists commonly 

argue that corruption hurts economic growth. Adopting the World Bank’s definition of 

corruption as the ‘abuse of public office power for private gain’, they adopt the public 

and private dichotomy that underpins much of the mainstream (Western) corruption 

research. These scholars assume that there is a similar division between what is 

considered as public and private goods across cultures while other studies have shown 

that this is historically determined and locally specific (Rothstein and Torsello 2014). 

They further maintain that corruption is detrimental to investment, productivity 

(Lambsdorff 2003) and, therefore, a country’s economic growth rate (Mauro 1995). It 

has been argued that its effects are weaker in the less developed nations, possibly 

because the scale and type of corruption found there is considered ‘more predictable’ 

i.e., corrupt governments behave as expected by those seeking favours. Hence there is 

less negative impact on investment because investors are confident the bribes paid 

would lead to expected outcomes (Campos, Edgardo Campos et al. 1999). Others 

contend that corruption leads to the unfair allocation of resources and a poor quality of 

infrastructure (Klitgaard 1988). At the same time it hinders a firms’ growth which the 

authors speculated was because paying bribes increases costs but does not always 

guarantee an increase in profits (Fisman and Svensson 2007). 

Other research has found that corruption is inversely linked to the degree of 

democracy. Countries which have fully democratised have lower levels of corruption 

than those only partially democratised because of the lack of competition between 

political actors (Montinola and Jackman 2002). These authors contend that in fully 

democratised countries, officials or politicians have lower incentives to engage in bribe-

taking because they can be easily replaced by their constituents through democratic 

processes. Countries which are considered more democratic have lighter regulation for 

entry by start-up firms and thus lower levels of corruption (Djankov, La Porta et al. 

2002) due to the assumption that more democratic governments face more barriers in 

introducing additional regulations vis-à-vis the different interests of the public, business 

communities and other stakeholders. Finally, looking at the quality of democratic 

institutions, which is the extent to which there is competition and openness in the 

electoral systems, Bhattacharyya and Hodler (2010) maintain that corruption is higher in 
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cases where quality is below a certain threshold and vice versa because institutions act 

as a barrier to government’s rent-seeking activities.  

There are some counter-arguments to this negative view of corruption. For 

example, Lui (1985) proposed that bribery ‘greased the wheels’ of the economy, by 

speeding up government work therefore benefiting governments as well as the overall 

economy. Meon and Weill (2010) also argue that corruption is beneficial in a weakly 

governed country i.e., countries whose governments are considered ineffective and 

prone to producing burdensome regulations. Corruption, this argument runs, helps 

economic growth in these countries because it facilitates governments with poor 

systems do their jobs but can prove costly in others which do not suffer weak 

governance. Similarly, a recent study by Huang (2016) which looks at 13 countries in 

the Asia Pacific using data from 1997-2013 challenges the conventional wisdom that 

corruption is bad for economic growth. The author contends that corruption plays a 

positive role in stimulating growth in South Korea while it has had an adverse effect on 

growth levels in China, suggesting there is not a universally linear relationship between 

the two variables.  

Some researchers stress that corruption can be seen as either ‘dysfunctional’ or 

‘functional’, depending on the institutional settings, i.e., the corresponding political and 

economic systems as well as the cultural and legal environments (Girling 1997). A 

related body of literature discusses ‘state capture’ – how businesses capture the state by 

making private payments in order to influence laws, rules, decrees or regulations. ‘State 

capture’ – or corruption – is beneficial for the captor firms’ performance but detrimental 

for the rest of the economy (Hellman, Jones et al. 2003). Recent work supports this view 

by questioning the extent to which corruption harms as opposed to benefits a firm’s 

competitive position. Instead of viewing corruption as inherently destructive, the 

corporate political strategy literature suggests that corruption benefits corporations by 

way of developing political ties and exploiting regulatory processes (Galang 2012). For 

example, some studies have looked at how former politicians or cabinet members are 

recruited as board members, suggesting that firms are increasingly aware of the benefits 

of having political ties to influence policy and regulations (Hillman 2005, Lester, 

Hillman et al. 2008). 

As mentioned, rationalist scholars adopting a macro view also believe that those 

who engage in corruption are rational actors and that corruption results from a rationally 

calculated cost and benefit analysis on the part of the party committing it. As long as the 
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benefit of corruption exceeds the costs, corruption continues. Consequently some 

scholars argue that business-government corruption can be eliminated by increasing 

competition between firms within markets which will increase the cost of paying bribes 

(Ades and Di Tella 1999). In a similar vein, others suggest that government wages must 

be increased – so that bribe-payers would have to increase their offerings if they are to 

compete with legitimate earnings (Van Rijckeghem and Weder 2001). 

Overall, despite their contribution, the above works have been widely criticised. 

For instance, the rational economic view of corruption has been deemed ‘too narrow 

and too narrowly technical’ (Hindess 2012). Moreover, these studies assume that 

corruption is universally harmful or dysfunctional (Harrison 2006). They also assume 

that corrupt individuals are rational actors. Therefore to control corruption, conditions 

must be created in which the costs of engaging in corruption exceed the benefits. As a 

result, these views tend to ignore the complexities of norms and cognitions (Misangyi, 

Weaver et al. 2008), which is the focus of management and organisation scholars whose 

work I discuss next.  

Rationalist work in management and organisation studies on corruption  

The management and organisation literature discusses corruption or unethical 

behaviour both at individual and organisation levels. Corruption has been studied as a 

particular form of unethical behaviour, which harms the organisation and the society as 

a whole (Cleveland, Favo et al. 2009). Many of these studies are built upon the 

assumption that corruption occurs due to some kind of moral deficiency located within 

self-interested individuals (Bracking 2007). Researchers interested in unpacking 

‘corrupt behaviour’ employ a variety of methods, including experiments, interviews of 

different kinds, and narrative analysis. In so doing, various explanations have emerged 

either focusing on the idea that corruption arises because of ‘bad apples’ i.e., corrupt 

individuals, or because of ‘bad barrels’ i.e., certain types of organisations encourage 

corruption. Extending the ‘bad barrels’ argument, scholars have highlighted the 

importance of understanding the ‘bad larder’ (Gonin, Palazzo et al. 2012) or the context 

of the organisation and its influence on corruption. I will begin by summarising the 

findings from this body of literature under the metaphors of ‘bad apples’, ‘bad barrels’ 

and ‘bad larders’. I then identify three emerging debates emanating from these 

discussions. Finally, I conclude that it is necessary to view corruption through a 

different lens to properly address the issues raised through these debates. 
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The ‘bad apples’ argument stresses that unethical behaviours in organisations 

are due to the personal characteristics of differing individuals (Brass, Butterfield et al. 

1998). In other words, some people are just born ‘bad’ or raised to be ‘bad’ and they are 

unable to stop themselves doing bad things (Fleming and Zyglidopoulos 2009). For 

example, individuals are more likely to engage in corrupt behaviour when they are 

ambitious (Jackall 1988) or have a stronger external locus of control – the tendency to 

assign responsibility for a situation to something beyond the control of the individual 

(e.g., Reiss and Mitra 1998). Others maintain that those who have a relativistic morality 

(that is situation-dependent) as opposed to idealistic (universal morality) (e.g., Elias 

2002); or have low empathy with others’ situation (Detert, Trevino et al. 2008) are more 

prone to corruption than those who do not. Other findings suggest that better ethical 

decisions are made by females compared to males, by older people compared to 

younger people (O'Fallon and Butterfield 2005), and by people who are more 

religiously committed compared to those who are not (Singhapakdi, Marta et al. 2000). 

Women appear to be less tolerant of corruption than men, especially in Western culture 

(Alatas, Cameron et al. 2009). More recently, using the organisation identification 

perspective, Vadera and Pratt (2013) argue that individuals who over-identify – have a 

sense of strong attachment to the organisation – are more likely to commit corrupt acts 

with the intention of benefitting the organisation. Others observe that people from a 

certain cultural milieu, such as India, are more tolerant of corruption than others, such 

as people from Australia, while in the case of Singapore and Indonesia, people are 

found to be more and less tolerant than expected, respectively (Cameron, Chaudhuri et 

al. 2009).  

While the ‘bad apples’ argument draws attention to the role of individual 

attributes, the ‘bad barrels’ argument highlights features of the organisation in 

facilitating corruption. These arguments complement and, at the same time, challenge 

the previous ‘bad apples’ argument. In the first instance, they question the ability of 

individuals to escape from corruption as well as the role of cognition and ethical 

reasoning of the agent. Second, they acknowledge the possibility that even ‘good 

apples’ might engage in corruption and develop ‘mental strategies’ (i.e., producing an 

account which helps one to feel better) to cope with the possible dissonance felt after 

committing a questionable act (Fleming and Zyglidopoulos 2009). Instead of viewing 

corruptors as individuals having perfect agency, the proponents of the ‘bad barrel’ 
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argument suggest that corruption occurs due to factors within the organisation, 

including the organisation’s ethical climate, culture and leadership. 

Ethical climate is the collective organisational normative structure (Victor and 

Cullen 1988) which influences ethical decision making. An egoistic climate, for 

example, correlates positively with unethical behaviour (Peterson 2002), while a 

positive ethical climate has a positive influence on ethical behaviour (O'Fallon and 

Butterfield 2005) through collective empathy i.e., caring about others likely to be 

affected by the behaviour and a sense of a collective efficacy – i.e., a belief that the 

behaviour will have the desired effect (Arnaud and Schminke 2012). An ethical culture 

can also reduce unethical behaviour (Schaubroeck, Hannah et al. 2012). Culture refers 

to formal (e.g., reward systems, ethics training programs) and informal systems such as 

peer behaviour and identity-building stories (Schaubroeck, Hannah et al. 2012). 

Through practicing ethical leadership, a set of traits that will promote the development 

of a shared understanding of both components of ethical culture and unethical behaviour 

such as corruption can be reduced. This is consistent with the finding that lower levels 

of counterproductive employee behaviours are reported when organisation leaders are 

perceived to be ethically positive (Mayer, Kuenzi et al. 2009). One of the ways to 

promote shared understanding is to tell powerful stories about ethics which others can 

replicate, or through delivering formal speeches in order to communicate organisation’s 

expectations (Schaubroeck, Hannah et al. 2012). 

The extension of the ‘barrel’ allegory is the ‘bad larder’ (Gonin, Palazzo et al. 

2012), which refers to factors outside the organisation, such as the industry culture or 

climate, network relationships, the role of government and societal norms or values. 

This argument stresses that corruption often occurs due to certain inter-firm practices 

such as gift-giving (Verhezen 2009), or networking activities between business and 

government that can potentially turn into corruption (La Porta, Lopez-de-Silanes et al. 

1999). Densely connected subgroups – referred to as cliques (Doreian 1971) – are able 

to develop and sustain distinct subgroup cultures and norms which support corruption 

(Brass, Butterfield et al. 1998). Furthermore, cliques operate under advance mechanisms 

in which a dense network of relationships between individuals and organisations 

facilitate illegal activities covered by legal ones such as using one’s expertise and 

professional knowledge to mask illegal deals and decisions (Jancsics and Javor 2012). 

Focusing more on relationships, scholars argue that relationships lead to corruption 

when there is a felt obligation to reciprocate others’ treatment (Palmer 2008). Moreover, 
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language becomes an important facilitator in helping individuals understand interactions 

in reciprocal relations; naming a gift as a ‘bribe’ signals higher expectation for 

reciprocity (Lambsdorff and Frank 2010).  

Other scholars have studied the role of government and found that more 

intrusive regulations (Treisman 2007) and more ties to government agents increase the 

likelihood of firms opting to bribe because these ties assist managers in undermining 

rules regarding questionable practices (Collins, Uhlenbruck et al. 2009). Looking at the 

influence of social norms on corruption, two norms are particularly relevant: reciprocity 

and a high achievement orientation. The former makes firms’ managers more tolerant to 

exchanging favours which may have ethical implications (McCarthy, Puffer et al. 2012), 

while the latter makes an organisation become more prone to bribery (Martin, Cullen et 

al. 2007). 

Integrating ‘bad apples, bad barrels, and bad larders’, some scholars argue that 

corruption or unethical behaviour is a result of an individual’s deliberation which in turn 

is an outcome of his/her responses to situational factors (Trevino 1986). This explains 

why moral cognition does not always end in moral action, as certain situations may 

influence an individual’s final decision. Drawing from Kohlberg (1969) and others, 

Trevino proposed the ‘person-situation’ model in which an individual’s evaluation of 

right or wrong is moderated by individual moderators i.e., ego strength, field 

dependence, and locus of control as well as the situational moderators arising out of 

cultural and job-related context.  

Ego strength refers to how strongly a person follows his/her convictions and 

rejects impulses, field dependence refers to the degree of reliance on external referents 

to guide decision-making, and locus of control refers to the general belief of individuals 

about whether they have control over life events or whether things happen beyond their 

control (Trevino 1986). Situational moderators include whether the organisation has a 

clear position about right and wrong and which behaviour will be rewarded and which 

will be punished. In addition, other external pressures such as the pressure to make 

decisions concerning competitive positions under time constraints also influence 

behaviour. 

Similarly, Jones (1991) argues for an issue-contingent model which regards 

unethical behaviour as issue-dependent. Like Trevino, Jones’ model contends that 

decision making is partly determined by social learning within the organisation (Loe 

2000). An individual’s engagement in (un)ethical behaviour is partly influenced by the 
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intensity of the issue, i.e., an issue that is morally more intense will lead to more ethical 

decisions. Hunt and Vitell’s (1986) theory of marketing ethics offers a similar 

perspective by including not only individual variables but also the environment which 

consists of organisational, industry, and cultural norms. They argue that norms 

determined by social consensus or demonstrated by leaders influence individuals’ 

ethical judgment. 

The idea that decent people can engage in corruption if they are caught up in a 

difficult situation or environment can be explained by the concept of rationalisation – 

the ‘mental strategy’ that individuals develop to cope with any dissonance they might 

experience in engaging in corruption, which in turn assists in making corruption seem 

‘normal’, in other words, normalises corruption (Ashforth and Anand 2003). 

This rationalist literature speaks of corrupt individuals as having a psychological 

mechanism that allows them to neutralise any negative feelings that result from 

engaging in corrupt acts. It involves the effort to construct a narrative which justifies an 

act that would originally be questionable (Fleming and Zyglidopoulos 2009). Authors 

assert that individuals rationalise not in isolation, but in relation to their social settings. 

Scholars have identified several rationalisation strategies (Ashforth and Anand 2003), 

which includes softening the immorality of their act using euphemisms and empirical 

research supports the idea that euphemisms are used to make corruption more 

acceptable4 (Znoj 2007), putting the blame on others (a strategy called ‘denial of 

responsibility’), for example by labelling bribery as extortion, or denying injury-

engaging in narratives such as “no one is affected” or “it’s a small payment, just for 

expediency”. 

Ethical distance (Zyglidopoulos and Fleming 2008) – which refers to the 

distance between one’s act and its consequences – has been used to explain systemic 

corruption. Researchers argue for two types of distance: temporal and structural. In each 

type, an accompanying rationalisation may be activated. In temporal distance, 

individuals perceive that corrupt acts have no immediate effect because no penalty has 

ever beset the individual or the organisation using in it, therefore engaging in corruption 

is acceptable. The rationalisation that may be triggered in this case is, for example, the 

denial of injury –“it does not hurt anybody”. In structural distance, individuals are 

                                                        
4 In Indonesia particularly, bribery is often labelled as ‘uang lelah’ (tired money) or ‘uang rokok’ 

(cigarette money) Znoj, H. (2007). Deep Corruption in Indonesia: Discourses, practices, histories. 

Corruption and the secret of law : a legal anthropological perspective. M. Nuijten and G. Anders. 

Aldershot, Hants, England ; Burlington, VT :, Ashgate. 
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insulated from the sense of moral obligation of corruption because they see their role in 

it as a small part of a larger whole. Within the organisation, the individuals perceive that 

moral obligation is distributed amongst the individuals involved, which means the more 

people involved the easier it is to escape any moral burden. In collective systemic 

corruption, individuals perceive their practice as no different to others’ so it reduces the 

dissonance that may surface. In this case, the rationalisation that is being triggered is, 

for example, “everybody’s doing it”. 

Emerging debates in organisational corruption research 

This review has so far shown how corruption is understood using different 

concepts and approaches. In order to set the scene for my study, I now identify three key 

debates emanating from the above discussion. The first debate considers whether ethical 

behaviour (or unethical behaviour such as corruption) is mindful or mindless, the 

second examines whether unethical decision makers should be studied as discrete 

individuals or embedded in a social context, and the third explores whether ethical 

issues such as corruption are objective or constructed. Each will be discussed in turn, 

starting with an explanation of the debate, followed by relevant theories and empirical 

support, and concluding with a discussion of how these debates point to the value of 

anthropological approaches in studying corruption. 

(Un)ethical behaviour: mindless or mindful 

The first debate questions the assumptions of the rationalistic approach to 

corruption and considers whether corruption should be considered to be a mindful act or 

whether scholars should consider the possibility that corrupt behaviour flows from 

mindlessness. Mindfulness or heedfulness (Weick and Roberts 1993) refers to the state 

of being careful, critical, purposeful, attentive and vigilant, akin to the condition 

required in being rational or using reason: the individual has intent, is putting effort, and 

able to control the process (Bargh 1994). Mindlessness is characterised as non-

conscious processing of repetitive behaviour (Ashforth and Fried 1988), representing “a 

failure to see, to taken note of, to be attentive to” (Weick and Roberts 1993 p.61) what 

is going on. Similarly, intuition is used in describing the psychological process that 

occurs “quickly, effortlessly, and automatically, such that the outcome but not the 

process is accessible to consciousness” (Haidt 2001 p. 818).  

When individuals act mindlessly, they act “with little or no real problem solving 

or even conscious awareness” (Ashforth and Anand 2003 p. 14), therefore the corrupt 
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act is not an outcome of moral reasoning, a process which is intentional and effortful 

(Langer and Moldoveanu 2000). Mindlessness can occur due to social influence and 

organisational structures (Palmer 2008). Social influence includes authorisation of 

corruption by leaders, the socialisation of corruption itself or an escalation of 

commitment, in which organisation members engage in corruption to reduce dissonance 

over past decisions which subsequently appear to lack merit (Staw 1976, Palmer 2008). 

For example, instead of trying to rectify a decision that is later found as defective, 

organisation members increase their commitment towards the decision in question, 

simply because they want to avoid continued dissonance (Palmer 2008). 

Social influence processes such as general consensus puts pressure on 

individuals to believe that their decisions are meritorious, while organisational 

structures limit individual capacity to make the right call concerning ethical issues. 

Organisational structures refer to how tasks are distributed across different parts of the 

organisation as well as the routines developed to guide these tasks. For example, the 

recall division at Pinto (the car company which failed to recall faulty products in the 

1990s) was separated from its safety test division in such a way that the company’s 

information flow was badly managed, which subsequently impaired decision making. In 

other words, corruption is enacted mindlessly because people experience pressures from 

their superiors or peers, or because people are ‘locked’ in within certain organisational 

rules, scripts and schemas which make them ‘fail’ to deliberate and choose a different 

course of action (Palmer 2008). 

Rather than seeing corrupt acts as the outcome of deliberate ‘mindful’ reasoning, 

some scholars argue it is more likely to be the result of mindlessness (Sonenshein 

2007). Social psychological research notes that “moral reasoning is rarely the direct 

cause of ethical judgment” (Haidt 2001 p.815). Individuals’ ethical or moral judgment is 

instead derived from a quick evaluation or intuition, which in turn is influenced by 

social and cultural factors (Haidt 2001). Scholars question whether rationalisation 

precedes corrupt behaviour, as opposed to occurring after the act and there appears to be 

no relationship between rationalisation strategies and the desire or the intention to act 

corruptly (Rabl and Kuhlmann 2009). If mindlessness really prevails and 

rationalisations only occur posthoc, implications exist for the way scholars study 

corruption. However, Palmer’s (2008) thick descriptions of corruption narratives and 

detailed analyses of actors’ reasoning and emotions, shows that there may be alternative 

explanations of corruption as a result of mindless as opposed to mindful processing. 
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Ethical behaviour: atomistic or embedded 

The second debate promotes the idea of exploring the ‘barrel’ or ‘larder’ more 

deeply. It highlights that, instead of treating corruption in isolation from its context, 

scholars should give more attention to social aspects of corruption as well as to how 

social relations influence the meanings of corrupt practices (Misangyi, Weaver et al. 

2008). Business ethics researchers in particular tend to overlook the effect of social 

factors in ethical decision making (Bartlett 2003). Therefore, researchers argue that 

factors such as business culture, industry characteristics or societal norms demand 

greater consideration. For instance, unethical practice is influenced by a weak business 

culture which tends to lead to non-transparent practices and strong potentially corrupt 

connections between business and politicians (Vaiman, Sigurjonsson et al. 2011). A 

market that is characterised by concentrated ownership of firms in the hands of a 

number of wealthy families similarly encourages rent-seeking behaviours between 

businessmen and the government (Fogel 2006). Others suggest that high scores in the 

cultural dimensions of power distance (the extent to which people accept an unequal 

distribution of power) and masculinity (the extent to which people stress materialism 

and wealth) correlate with corruption (Getz and Volkema 2001).  

The above assertions seem to have only scratched the surface of what other 

scholars refer to as social context. These other scholars suggest that explanations for 

corruption lie beyond culture or structure and that they are bound up with the meanings 

and identities of people and their practices (Misangyi, Weaver et al. 2008). These 

meanings and identities are reproduced in ongoing social relations (Sewell 1992), 

shaped by interactions between social actors who continuously interpret, carry out and 

enact them (Zilber 2002). In other words, the meanings and identities are the ‘driving 

forces’ for behaviour but they have rarely been explored by corruption researchers. 

Seeing corruption as embedded in meanings and identities is particularly 

important in the case of systemic or institutionalised corruption (Misangyi, Weaver et 

al. 2008), where corruption is widespread and treated as legitimate or no longer 

questioned. Misangyi and colleagues (2008) argue that in systemic corruption, corrupt 

practices are interpreted differently by individuals. Therefore, to change an already 

corrupt system one needs to change the meanings assigned to the practices within that 

system. 

 



28 

 

Ethical issues: objective or constructed 

The third debate in the literature questions the claims of rationalist researchers 

that corruption is objectively identifiable and takes the idea of meaning even further to 

suggest that (un)ethical or deviant behaviour (such as corruption) is socially 

constructed. Scholars have acknowledged the importance of decision makers’ 

perceptions in deciding to engage in particular actions. For instance, individuals’ 

perception of uncertainty of the environment will have an impact on internal and 

external networking activities (Sawyerr 1993) which may include ethically questionable 

practices such as gratuity and bribery (Mele 2009). Similarly, managers’ perceptions of 

financial constraints and of competition intensity in a market influence firms’ decision 

to bribe (Martin, Cullen et al. 2007). This shows that it is important to account for how 

firms interpret or perceive their environment. 

Aside from arguing that interpretation of decision-making variables varies, 

scholars have also acknowledged the importance of actors’ perceptions in determining 

whether the behaviour under study constitutes ‘misbehaviour’, ‘deviance’ or indeed 

‘corruption’. Scholars who argue for this view make largely objectivist assumptions – 

that individuals interpret their environment in a similar manner and that they are 

uncovering cues from their environment as opposed to actively constructing their own 

situations or problems (Martin and Parmar 2012). Martin and Parmar (2012) further 

contend that interpretation works in a more complex way than represented in rationalist 

studies. Rationalist corruption studies rarely problematise the possibility of a more 

varied interpretation of the proxies for ‘cultural practices’, ‘financial constraints’, 

‘competition’ and ‘government intervention’ in their survey items.  

On the other hand, few studies which look at (un)ethical behaviours argue that 

individuals are not passive but active interpretive actors, acknowledging the varied 

interpretations of human problems and conditions by individuals (Berger and Luckman 

1967/1971, Weick 1979). Sonenshein (2007), for example, questions the rationalist 

models described above and contends that individuals construct ethical issues in a much 

more nuanced way, producing “more idiosyncratic interpretations” (Sonenshein 2007 p. 

1029), often with very limited information, and make ethical judgments intuitively as 

opposed to rationally, with less deliberation than scholars have generally believed. 

Consistent with Haidt (2001), he argues that moral reasoning is used only after 

decisions are made, partly to help individuals justify the decisions or to explain for the 
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rapid processing beyond their awareness that occurs prior to facing the decisions’ 

outcomes.  

In constructing issues, people draw on: (1) social anchors (communicating with 

other individuals) to interpret the moral intensity of an issue, and (2) their understanding 

of others’ interpretation of an issue by forming a mental model. These two mechanisms 

highlight that issue construction is not only individual but also social. Moreover, issues 

are to be understood in a much more nuanced way, as opposed to being treated as 

binaries, i.e., ‘triggering ethical dilemma’ or ‘not triggering ethical dilemma’. 

Individuals do not merely react to stimuli, they construct meanings (Boland and Tenkasi 

1995). 

This idea that individual construction or interpretation varies is supported by 

Turgeman and Goldschmidt (2008) who studied the life experiences of a group of 

computer hackers and illustrated how individuals assigned meanings to practices which 

did not correspond with the ‘unethical’ or ‘deviant’ label used in rationalist research. 

Commonly perceived as a specific type of computer-related deviance, hackers in their 

study actively constructed a positive identity for themselves by arguing that, for 

example, they were creating a ‘better world’ by ‘not letting companies like Microsoft 

control the market’, or perceiving themselves as a ‘guardian of the state’ by invading 

computer systems of the state’s enemy. Similarly, Walton (2013) has found that instead 

of seeing practices of wantok – an informal exchange between people from the same 

clan or family often associated with nepotism as destructive, people in Papua New 

Guinea see them as “social protection mechanisms” (Walton 2013. p.187), because they 

help pull people out of poverty5.  

These findings suggest that what outsiders label as ‘unethical’, ‘deviant’, or 

‘corrupt’ may not be understood as such by the individuals concerned. This is why 

scholars have called researchers to “study the interpretive processes” (Sonenshein 2007 

p. 1026) through which individuals interpret or construct (un)ethical behaviour such as 

corruption because of the multifarious and contested nature of the meanings of 

behaviour. 

                                                        
5 Of course readers may also argue that this meaning is mostly relevant to ‘small’ or ‘petty’ 
corruption involving everyday people as opposed to ‘grand’ corruption which implicates people in 
top positions in business and government. However, the extent to which certain meanings are only 
applicable for certain types of corruption has been debated by scholars, for example see Kennedy, 
D. (1999). "The International Anti-Corruption Campaign." Connecticut Journal of International Law 
14: 455. 
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Apart from the construction of issues surrounding corruption, the notion of 

‘ethics’ – generally understood as individual evaluation of good and bad – is also 

problematic because, similar to corruption, it has often been construed as objective as 

opposed to subjective and situated in a particular place and time. A dominant approach 

to ethics tends to point to the implementation of standardised codes of ethics as a 

solution to unethical behaviour (e.g., Peterson 2002, Kaptein and Schwartz 2008) 

assuming that people’s understanding of the ethics and morality of various social 

behaviour is universal. Recent scholarship argues that in order to understand ethics or 

morality, one needs to look at how issues pertaining to ethics or morality are 

constructed in social interactions of everyday life (Tileaga 2012). This means that the 

morality of controversial practices such as corruption are to be understood from the 

point-of-view of those who experience them in a daily basis in order to understand the 

complexities involved in such practices and how they come about (Carmalt 2011). In 

arguing for a situated perspective on ethics, these scholars maintain that when faced 

with difficult situations, people in certain contexts are more inclined towards 

considering the well-being of others and the protection of relationships than applying 

abstract universal rules (Thorne and Saunders 2002). This resonates with the theory of 

care ethics, which argues that there is an alternative moral orientation that needs to be 

understood through concepts of care, response, and interdependence (Gilligan 

1982/1993). In care ethics, “the relative moral weight of any given norm depends on the 

context” (Carmalt 2011 p. 301). This is in contrast with the universalist approach to 

morality which promotes the unification of moral orientation (Tilley 2000).  

In summary, some management and organisation scholars have called for a more 

nuanced way of understanding the environment as part of the process of issue 

construction (Sonenshein 2007). Issue construction, further referred to as interpretation 

(Sonenshein 2007), is the process by which individuals create meaning intersubjectively 

by using stories or narratives as social events unfold (Boland and Tenkasi 1995). 

Because individuals construct an issue based on their expectation (what they expect to 

see) and motivations (what they want to see), Sonenshein (2007 p.1026) suggested that 

researchers “study the interpretive processes that construct ethical issues out of social 

stimuli in the environment”. The last debate emanating from the literature in particular 

suggests that ‘dysfunctional behaviour’ such as corruption has multiple meanings as it is 

socially constructed. Consequently, corruption needs to be studied in a way that can 

recognise and explore its social and varied construction. In this regard, I have drawn 
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from anthropological research (Haller and Shore 2005, Torsello and Venard 2016) to 

study corruption which emphasises its social, multifarious and contextualised meanings, 

an approach I now explain in more detail.  

Anthropological approaches to corruption 

In addition to the dominant rationalist approach to studying corruption is a 

growing and diverse body of research which looks at corruption based on a different set 

of assumptions. I use the term ‘anthropological’ approach to describe this work, 

although it is by no means a clear-cut body of literature and encompasses studies in 

fields covering not only anthropology but also geography, discourse and human ethics. 

An anthropological approach offers a different way of understanding corruption, and in 

doing so, can add value to current understanding as well as addressing the debates 

reviewed above. First, it offers an opportunity to explore the role of taken-for-granted 

norms as opposed to mindful processing in corrupt behaviour thereby addressing the 

first debate. Second, it calls for a deeper understanding of how social context influence 

individuals in relation to practices commonly labelled as corruption which relates to the 

second debate. Lastly, it treats corruption as a socially constructed phenomenon in 

response to the third debate.  

More specifically, adapting and extending the work of Torsello and Venard 

(2016), the anthropological approach is different from the rationalist approach in the 

following ways: it does not subscribe to a particular definition of corruption and gives 

room to multiple interpretations of corruption, avoids moral evaluation and recognises 

multiple views of ethics and morality; it focuses on the contextual aspect of corruption – 

particularly how corruption is ‘constituted’ at a specific time and place. It also draws 

attention to the superficial conception of ‘culture’ and ‘structure’ often found in the 

rationalist literature and highlights more of the role of meanings and identities 

embedded in social practices many labelled as corruption (Misangyi, Weaver et al. 

2008). I will discuss these differences and contributions in more depth in the section 

below. Following this, I will draw on some anthropological studies which underscore 

the significance of the global socio-economic and political changes and adopt 

postcolonial perspective. These studies argue that because (anti)corruption is 

inseparable from the West’s project of consolidation of democracy and neoliberal 

development in postcolonial contexts, (anti)corruption also needs to be understood in 

relation to the dissemination of ideas about democratisation and development in those 
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contexts. Combining insights from both the rationalist and anthropological approaches, I 

will conclude this chapter by outlining my research questions. 

 

Characteristics and contributions of anthropological research  

An anthropological approach to corruption differs from and adds value to the 

rationalist literature in the economic and management/organisation streams in the 

following ways. First, as mentioned above, these studies reject universal and formal 

definitions of corruption on the grounds that they fail to capture the complexities of the 

public/private categories prescribed in those definitions. Furthermore, they subscribe to 

the idea that the law is plural, not an objective entity, free from interpretations of the 

powerful (Pardo 2004). Consequently, these researchers are more interested in 

understanding social reality – how local communities define corruption – following the 

‘emic’ approach in social research (Headland, Pike et al. 1990).  

This has led anthropological scholars to argue that corruption is not inherently 

dysfunctional as most researchers believed. People may generally associate the word 

corruption with relatively similar notions like ‘decay’ or ‘impurity’ (Hindess 2012), but 

the practices labelled as such may be understood as something entirely different. In 

addition, they also question whether certain definitions are adequate to reflect situated 

experience. Walton (2013) for example, points out that Western interpretation of 

corruption obscures the experience of the poor and marginalised people of Papua New 

Guinea (PNG) insofar as they see corruption as functional – it assists in securing their 

share of state resources. 

Second, anthropological studies largely avoid moral evaluation and prefer 

multiple views of ethics and morality, drawing on a social constructionist approach. 

They shy away from discussing corruption from an ethical or moral stance (except for a 

few exceptions in which they dispute the objective treatment of ‘ethics’ or ‘moral’), 

because they are concerned about the judgmental approach which many rationalists take 

in studying the socio-cultural complexities of corruption, associating corruption with 

‘underdevelopment’, ‘poverty’ and ‘counterproductive behaviour’. They argue that a 

judgmental evaluation of corruption limits the ability to understand certain practices and 

their local meanings, which need to be analysed in context. Understanding the 

complexity of ethics and (un)ethical behaviour requires paying attention to how it is 

grounded in people’s situated experience (Carmalt 2011). This is consistent with the 
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assertion by Shadnam (2014) that a homologous approach – one that treats morality and 

organisation as socially co-constitutive – is important in studying ethics and morality.  

Avoiding moral evaluation resonates with the idea that scholars need to study 

the ethics and morality of corruption using a relational, grounded and situated approach 

because it allows researchers to capture the contingent nature and complexities of the 

social context involved in topics related to moral and ethics, including corruption 

(Clammer 2012). Instead of applying a fixed, universal approach to ethics, the 

anthropological approach appreciates that ethics needs to be understood from the point 

of view of actors situated in a specific time and place. In this way, the approach 

addresses the first debate of whether corruption is influenced by mindful processing or 

more by taken-for-granted norms and interpretations. Adopting such a view has, for 

example, allowed Ledeneva (2001) to unpack the complexity of blat, the use of personal 

connections in Russia which is often framed in a negative way because it bypasses 

formal procedures (Onoshchenko and Williams 2014). She concluded that Blat, 

commonly labelled as corruption in Russia, is in fact just a different mode of exchange 

which does not carry any sense of moral decay (Ledeneva 2001). 

Third, anthropological studies of corruption pay great attention to the social and 

contextual aspect of corruption, particularly how corruption is ‘constituted’ at a specific 

time and place, which relates to the second debate. Instead of taking a static view, 

looking to establish whether or not corruption happens, they focus on describing what 

qualifies as corruption in a given situation and why – a more contextualised view (Brief 

et.al 2001, Torsello and Venard 2016). Unlike rationalist scholars who tend to reduce or 

collapse a series of unfolding events into what can be described as corruption into 

statistical summaries, instead they explore those very details. For example, in exploring 

corruption contextually they elucidate the specific cultural processes and the 

complexities of people’s experience of corruption including how language and the 

choice of words play a role in giving contour to those experiences (Gupta 1995). 

Accordingly, these studies address the third debate regarding corruption as a socially 

constructed phenomenon. 

Anthropological studies also attend to the interpretive and linguistic aspects of 

corruption as it views corruption as a “meaningful, culturally constructed, discursively 

mediated, symbolically saturated, and ritually regulated” (Brubaker and Laitin 1998p. 

441) social phenomenon. This means that researchers adopting an anthropological 

approach will not look at corruption as an objectively identifiable phenomenon nor will 



34 

 

they view corruption as merely a set of social practices. Instead, they will also attend to 

the textual aspects of those practices, following the language and meanings that social 

actors attribute to it (Torsello 2010). The anthropological approach also resembles many 

of the features of the homologous view of corruption (Shadnam 2014) as they view 

corruption as a phenomenon inseparable from the social dimensions of human 

behaviour, and which continues to be defined and re-defined through everyday 

communicative practices. 

Corruption could not and should not be separated from patterns of thought and 

action which sustain it by way of social regulations and sanctions. An anthropological 

approach is akin to the homologous perspective in that it is interested in investigating 

not the ‘effects’ of corruption but the ‘constitution’ of corruption in a specific time and 

place (Shadnam 2014). In exploring corruption contextually, Orjuela (2014) describes 

how corruption enables people to maintain a sense of ethnic stability and perseverance. 

Using examples from Nigeria, Kenya and Sri Lanka, she underscores the complexities 

of corruption beyond cost-benefit calculations, illuminating individual motivations and 

struggles to fulfil ethnic identity expectations. People engage in, or ‘turn a blind eye to’, 

practices frequently labelled as corruption because they want to be seen as trustworthy 

members of their ethnic or cultural groups amidst unequal access to employment and 

state resources. This shows that practices of corruption are not merely about individuals 

seeking profits but are bound up with conflicts between ethnic groups and grievances 

surrounding social inequalities. In paying attention to the language and meanings that 

people use to describe corruption, she captures the complexity of corruption as a 

political project through which people strive to be seen as loyal to their community and 

to maintain the integrity of their group. 

Lastly, the anthropological approach draws attention to the role of meanings and 

identities embedded in social practices many label as corruption (Misangyi, Weaver et 

al. 2008). Because of the different assumptions explained previously, anthropological 

studies on corruption focus on understanding the intersubjective experience of 

individuals, how their ways of being and doing things are influenced by their social and 

cultural contexts, which leads to an exploration of meanings of various practices and 

role identities of people involved in those practices (Torsello and Venard 2016). Such a 

view has enabled scholars to demonstrate how role identities shape and are shaped by 

people’s experience of corruption. Breit (2011), for instance, shows that in the case of 

an alcohol monopoly scandal in Norway, a country that is relatively free from 
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corruption according to Transparency International, corruption not only allowed people 

to attack controversial business practices, but also critique the state’s dominant role in 

the alcohol market and articulate ideas about Norwegian national moral identity. These 

studies show how the alternative understandings of corruption are achieved by 

foregrounding cultural context in corruption research. These alternative understandings 

are important, not only in rethinking existing anti-corruption efforts but reflecting more 

broadly the delicate and overarching social and political issues from which corruption 

cannot be separated.  

Extending anthropological approaches on corruption: postcolonial studies  

Extending the above discussion, I will now turn to anthropological studies which 

have adopted a postcolonial perspective and have made important contributions to the 

study of corruption, particularly in its critique in relation to (neo)colonialism. 

Postcolonial theory is a vast and diverse literature comprising different scholarly fields 

such as anthropology, cultural studies, gender studies, political science, sociology and 

literary theory. It incorporates a variety of modes of inquiry, including feminism, post-

structuralism and deconstruction. Focusing on the historical and colonial aspect of 

dominant Western categories, postcolonial studies are committed to “contesting and 

subverting the unquestioned sovereignty of (these categories)...” (Prasad 2003). Thus, 

although postcolonial theory shares some of the characteristics of the anthropological 

approach described above, it is much more specific in its critique of the legacy of the 

colonial era and seeking to end the marginalisation of non-Western ideas (Seremani and 

Clegg 2016).  

The first argument made by postcolonial studies is that corruption as a social 

issue does not exist in a vacuum and is inseparable from the socio-political domain and 

most importantly is embedded within the long history of Western 

colonialism/imperialism. Key postcolonial critics such as Said (1978) argue that 

formerly colonised countries are stereotyped in a number of literary, historical, and 

anthropological texts produced and circulated by the West which are sustained by power 

relations. Said maintained that the systematic construction of the discourse about the 

colonised Other i.e., Orientalism, is the tool by which the West “was able to manage –

and even produce- the Orient politically, sociologically, militarily, ideologically, 

scientifically, and imaginatively” (Said, 1978 p. 3). Furthermore, postcolonial scholars 

argue against the imposition of Western ideas such as ‘modernity’, ‘development’ and 
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‘democracy’ in the developing world from a variety of angles (Latouche 1993, Norberg 

Hodge 1999, Rist 2002).  

They suggest that dominant concepts which guide much of social and economic 

life, such as ‘rationality and ‘development’, are very much Western-centred (Castoriadis 

and Murphy 1985). ‘Rationality’, along with ‘predictability’, is said to be the key to the 

West’s celebrated modern capitalism, which is considered an inherent and unique 

feature of Western society (Hobson 2011). In contrast the colonised, or in Said’s term 

the Orient, is described in terms of its “lack of logic, untruthfulness, intrigue, cunning, 

lethargy, suspicion, irrationality...” (Prasad 2003 p. 10). These binaries produce a 

hierarchy between the West as the superior side and the non-West as the inferior Other. 

Similarly, the idea of ‘development’ follows the Western experience of development 

which undermines the histories and priorities of the decolonised (Sylvester, 1999). 

Finally, they also asserted that normative discourse such as (anti)corruption has become 

a direct mechanism for controlling postcolonial societies (Escobar 1995, Loewenheim 

2008, Mawuko-Yevugah 2014).  

There are many development theories that have emerged, but they have been 

heavily criticised for promoting a single pathway to development and uncritically 

equating westernisation with modernisation (Clark 2006). Through various transnational 

links between global actors, the Western imagination of ‘development’ has travelled far 

and is being echoed globally, and anti-corruption measures figure large in its recipe for 

success. This is a significant departure from treating corruption as an objectively 

defined social problem needing eradication, to a phenomenon located within the broader 

context of international politics and power inequalities, where domination continues in 

the form of ideas or visions about what a society ought to be, thereby suggesting that 

colonisation never actually ends. 

Second, because postcolonial scholars have argued that (anti)corruption projects 

are made possible in relation to the broader democratic and the neoliberal model of 

development consolidation promulgated by Northern countries (Bracking 2007), anti-

corruption needs to be understood in light of these two concepts. Anti-corruption was 

ushered in following the Third Wave of democratisation which manifested in election 

assistance and strengthening the judicial system, the media and the role of civil society 

(Marquette 2003). Despite its much debated and inconclusive relationship with 

development and also with corruption (Marquette 2003), the idea of democracy has 
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made its way into many Third World countries’ policy prescriptions and also media 

newsrooms. 

When postcolonial scholars study corruption in postcolonial societies, they 

illuminate the centrality of the organising concepts such as ‘development’ (Cowen and 

Shenton 1995) and ‘democratisation’, how different ideologies and logics get played 

out, contested or simply taken-for-granted (Marquette 2003), and the entanglement of 

‘national identity’ in how (anti)corruption is understood. Through the notion of 

‘development’, more economically developed countries establish their more powerful 

position vis-à-vis the underdeveloped or the developing world (Tikly 2009). As a result 

of this imbalance of power, different developmental prescriptions go unchallenged, for 

example in anti-corruption work carried out by the World Bank, “there is little outside 

input or evaluation... and borrowers have little choice but accept the ‘expert advice’ and 

design anti-corruption programmes accordingly” (Marquette, 2003, p. 87). Meanwhile, 

Mawuko-Yevugah’s (2014) postcolonial investigation of corruption and development in 

Ghana, led him to conclude that existing reforms in Ghana are very much influenced by 

Western-oriented ideas about ‘development’ and that the various reform efforts 

including (anti)corruption are not carried out for the benefit of the Ghanaian people, but 

more donor-driven. By tracing the evolution of various poverty reduction and structural 

adjustment programs, he showed that through a series of one-size-fits-all 

macroeconomic policy, the government has severed access to public health and 

education for the majority of the Ghanaian population. He thus calls for more tailor-

made anti-corruption programs, those that are sensitive to the needs of the local society. 

Walton’s (2013) analysis of anti-corruption work in Papua New Guinea identified a 

central driving neo-liberal logic (i.e., too much emphasis on the ‘crime’ of governments 

but not of businesses) which harmed the overall effectiveness of the campaign (Walton 

2013). Anti-corruption campaigns tend to single out government corruption as the 

ultimate target of its activities while the businesses are considered as anti-corruption 

champions. They also tend to assume that “the private sector – particularly Western 

transnational corporations – is capable of self-regulation” (Walton, 2013 p. 160). 

Walton further argues that anti-corruption efforts need to challenge the prevailing 

neoliberal wisdom that governments are inherently rent-seeking organisations and be 

more critical about business involvement in corruption. These findings suggest that 

because (anti)corruption is inseparable from the West’s project of consolidation of 

democracy and neoliberal development in postcolonial contexts, (anti)corruption also 
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needs to be understood in relation to the dissemination of ideas about democratisation 

and development in those contexts.  

Conclusion and research questions 

This chapter has highlighted the importance of (anti)corruption in the realm of 

global development. It then discussed the rationalist approaches to studying corruption. 

My analysis of these debates suggests the need for research to look at how corruption is 

interpreted by actors engaging in social relations and situated in a particular context. To 

do so, I have explored anthropological studies of corruption which underscore the 

importance of contextualised understandings of corruption which eschew formal 

definitions and moral evaluations, and which emphasise process, meanings and 

identities. In addition, I have drawn on anthropological work adopting postcolonial 

perspectives which can shed light on the socio-historical and cultural dimension of 

corruption. Rather than reducing it to an objectively defined social problem this work 

offers useful concepts to study the construction of multiple meanings of corruption and 

the centrality of organising themes such as ‘development’ and ‘democratisation’. 

Consequently, in applying insights from anthropological studies, my study focuses on 

the interpretation of corruption by social actors situated in context and the different 

meanings, identities and the detailed processes through which corruption comes to be 

experienced by individuals who exist in a network of social relationships in a particular 

culture. This is the basis for my first research question: What meanings of corruption 

are constructed in the Indonesian context? 

With regards to moral considerations, my study also explores the view of 

multiple, alternative moralities as suggested by anthropological researchers by asking 

the second research question: How do notions of ethics or morality feature in these 

meanings? The next chapter will discuss the methodology and methods adopted to 

answer these questions.  
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CHAPTER THREE: RESEARCH METHODS 

This chapter will discuss the methodology applied in this study to answer the 

research questions outlined in the previous chapter. I will begin by justifying my 

decision to use an interpretive methodology. I will then describe the justification for my 

chosen setting, Indonesia, a country that is often cited as one of the most corrupt 

countries in the world (Transparency International 2014, PERC 2015). Subsequently, I 

will discuss the suitability of media text analysis and interviews as methods of exploring 

meanings that are central to an interpretive study. The chapter will conclude with 

descriptions of how the data was gathered and analysed in relation to the two findings 

chapters (Chapter 4 and 5). 

An interpretive methodology 

To understand the meaning(s) of corruption I adopted an interpretive 

methodology. Interpretivism derives from a range of philosophical traditions that take 

human interpretation as their starting point for understanding the social world (Burrell 

and Morgan 1985, Moran 2002). Interpretivism rejects the idea that ‘reality’ is pre-

existing and ‘out there’. Instead, it assumes that ‘reality’ is constructed through the 

meanings that individuals develop inter-subjectively as they interact with each other 

socially and experientially (Lincoln and Guba 1985, Crotty 1998, Yanow and Schwartz-

Shea 2006). This social reality cannot be known in any objective or direct sense. It can 

only be known through human meaning-making – the inter-subjective interpretations of 

everyday life which help individuals to form a meaningful and coherent view of the 

world (Berger and Luckman 1967/1971). Meaning-making is, therefore, social in nature 

as individuals draw on shared meanings in explaining, justifying, narrating and 

recounting their views and experiences.  

As individuals engage with each other through the spoken word as well as 

through various forms of physical interaction (Yanow and Schwartz-Shea 2006) they 

create different meanings which interpretive researchers are interested in analysing and 

describing. Inferring, describing and understanding these meanings are the objectives of 

interpretive research (Gephart 2004). However, these meanings are not fixed – they 

emerge as actors continuously interpret and re-interpret their actions, and the acts of 

others while engaging in social relations. Moreover, different groups may hold and 

share different meanings in relation to the same phenomenon (Lincoln and Guba 1985). 
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Meanings are located in a particular time and context and may well change if the time 

and context also change. So, unlike positivist researchers who aim to generalise from 

one context to another, interpretive researchers seek to understand meanings ‘in 

context’, immersing themselves in a particular context in order to understand how 

specific meanings come about (Lincoln and Guba 1985). 

Interpretive research is largely based on the use of qualitative methods, 

including interviewing, textual analysis and observations to discern meanings. These 

methods involve an interaction between the researcher and the research subject through 

which meanings emerge from the research process. Consequently, ‘reality’ does not 

exist independently from a researcher’s knowledge of it – and the researcher’s 

interpretations are inherent in all phases of the research process. Therefore, one cannot 

assume the position of an external observer (Schütz 1967, Bernstein 1978) or assume 

that a single ultimate ‘truth’ will hold across different settings (Morgan 2006). It is 

important to highlight that interpretivists engage in a double hermeneutic (Giddens 

1984, Noorderhaven, Marschan-Piekkari et al. 2004), meaning that researchers are 

interpreting an interpretation of a social world. In so doing, researchers are not making 

claims that their account is the only possible interpretation, nor do they claim that the 

interpretation under study is a portrait of reality. The research is as interpretive, 

emergent, inter-subjective and contextualised as the setting under investigation. 

I therefore conceptualise corruption as referring to activities perceived as 

negative or undesirable as individuals engage in social relations, which others may refer 

to as ‘bribes’, ‘kickbacks’, ‘embezzlement’, ‘facilitation payments’, ‘nepotism’, 

‘collusion’, ‘cronyism’ and the alike. I also acknowledge that this labelling of 

corruption depends on “whose interests are hurt by their activities, and also by the 

conceptual and ideological framework in which those interests are described” 

(Granovetter 2004 p. 7). In order to examine the contextualised nature of these 

meanings, I am specifically examining the meaning of corruption in Indonesia. 

Indonesia, as I explain in more detail below, is a developing country frequently labelled 

as ‘corrupt’. To examine how meanings of corruption emerge inter-subjectively, I focus 

on both spoken and written language.  

To understand how meanings may change over time, I first examine media texts 

published over a period of years. This allows me to identify and examine change in the 

meanings of corruption over time. The use of media texts to explore meanings of 

corruption has been used by other researchers of corruption. Breit (2011), for example, 
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studied corruption related to a Norwegian alcohol monopoly scandal by examining 

newspaper articles to identify how various meanings of corruption were related to both 

the role of government and the Norwegian moral identity.  

To examine how meanings of corruption may be different for different groups, I 

conduct interviews with members of the Indonesian government, business and anti-

corruption organisations. Interviews have also been used effectively to study corruption 

before – for example by Walton (2013) who interviewed anti-corruption policy makers 

in Papua New Guinea (PNG) and shed light on how the existing neoliberal logic in 

PNG’s anti-corruption campaign has weakened its impact, and by Gephart (2016) who 

interviewed experts of transparency and anti-corruption in Chile and revealed that the 

anti-corruption movement is very much shaped by the narrative surrounding the 

country’s transition to democracy as well as local competing narratives. 

Both of the methods discussed above are intended to discern the various 

meanings of what is meant by corruption. In discerning meanings, I acknowledge that as 

the ‘researcher’ I am part of the ‘meaning-making’ process. I do not merely ‘collect’ 

meanings from the media text or my interviewees; I am instead involved in an active 

process of generating meanings in both of the methods. I therefore recognise the 

limitations of my research and must acknowledge that my interpretation is just that – an 

interpretation which, in the case of interviews, can only be produced in collaboration 

with my research subjects. This means that my interpretation is as equally inter-

subjective as the interpretations that I am studying. Similarly, my interpretation of the 

newspaper articles is inseparable from my own worldview, knowledge and experiences 

as an individual. 

Research Setting 

This section will discuss the research setting – Indonesia. Selecting Indonesia as 

a setting for a research project on corruption is justified for four reasons: the need to 

study the meaning of corruption in a specific context; Indonesia’s reputation as a 

country where corruption is rife; Indonesia’s status as a developing and rapidly 

industrialising nation where the meaning of corruption could be expected to differ from 

that dominant in more developed, Western countries and transnational institutions (Znoj 

2007, Budiman, Roan et al. 2012) and the opportunity it afforded to incorporate my 

knowledge of Indonesian culture and access to networks and potential research 

participants within Indonesia. 
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First, as discussed in the previous chapter, it is important to study what we mean 

by corruption in context. Recent studies on corruption have pointed out that corruption 

or ethically questionable practices can be enacted mindlessly i.e., without conscious 

processing and driven more by taken-for-granted norms; that different meanings can be 

ascribed to corrupt practices; and it is important to attend to how actors construct ethical 

issues. This suggests scope for researchers to explore the complex processes by which 

corruption occurs and endures.  

Second, Indonesia is regularly portrayed as one of the most corrupt countries in 

the world, despite many efforts to combat it. Anti-corruption efforts have intensified in 

the post-Soeharto era and one of their main foci has been on corruption at the interface 

between business and government. Corruption in Indonesia is described as “...large and 

systemic, with powerful vested interest groups and weak institutions...” (PERC 2015 

p.3). It is therefore highly relevant to study the phenomenon of corruption using 

Indonesia as a context partly to offer an account of why Indonesia’s anti-corruption 

program has been seen as having limited results. 

Third, Indonesia is also a rich context in which to study corruption because there 

appear to be differences between local and outsider understandings of different practices 

frequently labelled as corruption. Some practices which are considered common or 

morally acceptable are labelled ‘corrupt’ by those who mostly come from institutions 

associated with established nations. In the Indonesian context, what is often referred to 

as tired money (uang lelah) and cigarette money (uang rokok) (Znoj 2007) are simply 

labelled as bribes or corrupt money in various anti-corruption frameworks in line with 

the definitions offered by the World Bank and Transparency International – the two 

institutions that have been influential in shaping the work of local anti-corruption 

bodies6.  

Finally, more practical reasons for selecting Indonesia as the basis of my 

research include the fact that I am an insider as well as an outsider to the context under 

study. I am an insider because Indonesia is my home country and is therefore 

particularly accessible as a research site in terms of data gathering, particularly in 

relation to interviews. Moreover, my understanding of the local culture made it possible 

                                                        
6 This is despite the fact that the OECD Convention Against Corruption and the US Foreign Corrupt 
Practices Act consider certain payments made to government which are categorized as ‘facilitation 
payments’ to be acceptable based on a certain criteria. For more discussions see Trautman, L. J. and 
K. Altenbaumer-Price (2011). "The Foreign Corrupt Practices Act: Minefield for Directors." Virginia 
Law & Business Review 6(1). 
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for me to undertake a richer analysis through the process of eliciting a variety of 

meanings of corruption as constructed both in the media and by interviewees in my 

research. At the same time, however, I am also an outsider because I have lived abroad 

for around six years to study in Australia and was exposed to literature on international 

business and corporate governance which tends to oppose practices discussed by my 

interviewees. In addition, my experience working as a member of the KPK (Corruption 

Eradication Commission) has enabled me to develop a greater sensitivity towards the 

issues under study although my stance as a former ‘corruption fighter’ has also 

influenced my views on those different issues. 

Indonesia’s political and economic history (1600-1999) 

Indonesia is a country of islands located to the north of Australia with a 

population of 250 million in 2016 (United Nations 2016) spread across the most densely 

populated islands of Java, Sumatra, Sulawesi, Kalimantan and more than 13,000 other 

smaller islands. A former Dutch colony, it declared independence in 1945 around the 

time Japan surrendered to the Allies in World War II. The battle for independence 

continued a couple of years later until finally Indonesia was able to enjoy full 

sovereignty in 1949 (Ciment and Hill 2012) (see Table 2.1). 

Table 2.1 Early political events 

Year Event 

  

1602 Dutch East India Company (VOC) controls Indonesian 

archipelago, later replaced by the Dutch government 

1942  Japanese invasion takes over Java 

1945 Declaration of Independence with Soekarno as first 

President, Dutch tries to re-occupy Indonesia 

1949 Indonesia and the Netherlands sign peace agreement 

marking the end of Dutch rule 

1966 Soeharto elected as second President, beginning of New 

Order (lasting 32 years) 

1997 Asian Financial Crisis 

1998 Major riot, Soeharto resign from office, beginning of 

Reform Era 

1999 First election for national, provincial and district 

legislatures 
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The literature suggests that ever since independence in 1945, Indonesia has been 

ruled by a series of autocratic leaders in whom a wide range of executive and military 

powers have been concentrated (McLeod and Drysdale 2000, Hadiz 2003). This style of 

leadership began with the country’s first independent president Soekarno (also 

sometimes spelt Sukarno – many Indonesians use only one name) who became 

president in 1945. In 1957, Soekarno established an autocratic system called "Guided 

Democracy". This involved the bloody suppression of a number of opposition groups 

and brought to an end a series of rebellions which were threatening the survival of a 

diverse and fractious country. During this period of consolidation and suppression, 

Soekarno became the sole reference for the nation’s ideology and continuous political 

suppression became an embedded part of life in Indonesia (Vandenbosch 1961). 

Meanwhile, under Soekarno’s Guided Democracy rule, the economic policy, which is 

widely referred to as ‘disastrous’ (Mackie 1970), was focused on securing full control of 

the country’s resources in the hands of government – supposedly to guarantee its use so 

as to benefit the welfare of the Indonesian people. Soekarno ruled for 21 years until a 

long series of political and economic upheavals and scandals led to his being replaced as 

president by Soeharto (sometimes spelt Suharto) who was later widely cited as the man 

who had saved the country from communist attempts to seize power in 19667 (Liddle 

1991).  

Politically, scholars argue that Soeharto’s style and aspirations were similar to 

those of his predecessor Soekarno in that he built a democratic façade around what 

remained an intensely autocratic system (Liddle 2000). Commentators also suggested 

that as part of this political structure he orchestrated election after election, all of which 

ended in unanimous, or near-unanimous, votes for his leadership. Economically, 

Suharto was considered more successful than Soekarno. During his era (1966-1998), 

Indonesia made substantial progress in the various areas of economic life (Hill 1997) 

which landed him the title ‘Father of Development’ (Bapak Pembangunan) (Heryanto 

1988).  

Soeharto allowed a greater role for the private sector in the management and 

control of vital sectors of the economy such as mining and forestry (Rice 1983). By 

maintaining control over critical resources through state-owned enterprises such as 

                                                        
7 For a discussion on how this is being debated in recent years, please see Vickers, A. and K. E. 

McGregor (2005). "Public debates about history: Comparative notes from Indonesia." History Australia 

2(2): 44-41-44.13. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guided_Democracy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Guided_Democracy
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Pertamina (in oil), PLN (in electricity), BULOG (in the distribution of rice), Soeharto 

held access to a ready and lucrative stream of revenues, which was later exploited by 

him as well as the first family and their cronies (Robison and Hadiz 2004). Despite this 

personal and familial exploitation of Indonesia’s resources, Soeharto succeeded in 

maintaining an impressive economic growth rate which generally exceeded seven per 

cent per year during his presidency (Schwarz and Paris 1999). Many believed such 

stable growth was a prerequisite for the continuation of the ‘Soeharto franchise’ 

(McLeod 2000) and that his grip on power came to an end primarily because the Asian 

Financial Crises in 1997/1998 brought high growth to an end.  

Among Asian countries, Indonesia was hit hardest because its economic 

reversals gravely damaged investors’ confidence in the economy (Soesastro 2000). 

Negative growth and rising unemployment were recorded (World Bank 1997). As part 

of a rescue plan, Soeharto signed up for a large financial package provided by the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF). Some political and economic analysts argued at the 

time that the plan being implemented was either not negotiated or not carried out in 

good faith. McLeod (2000) suggests that Soeharto continued to misuse the powers 

vested in him as president, bringing the economy even closer to total collapse. This 

economic mismanagement sparked widespread riots of unexpected ferocity and 

eventually forced Soeharto to step down from the presidency in May 1998, ending his 

32-year reign.  

Indonesia’s recent reforms (1999-2014) 

Following the departure of Soeharto, Indonesia received further assistance from 

major donor agencies such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the 

Consultative Group of Indonesia (CGI). The IMF aid, in particular, was contingent on 

Indonesia agreeing to undertake the opening up of the system of governance so as to 

enable democratic reform and the implementation of specific political development 

goals which would lead to a more fully democratic system. Many argued that after 

undergoing significant governance, political, and economic reform (Hill 2007) (also see 

Table 2.2), Indonesia slowly recovered from the crisis. Politically, the year 1998 marks 

the start of the reform era as well as the start of a significant intensification of the fight 

against corruption, which was seen as the leading cause of the country’s collapse during 

the Asian Financial Crisis (AFC) (Hamilton-Hart 2001). 
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Table 2.2 Relevant major reforms 

Year initiated President Reform introduced 

1998 Habibie Banking sector reform accompanied by corporate 

restructuring, bankruptcy system, deregulation and 

privatisation 

1999  Election of national, provincial and district legislatures 

Decentralisation via District Autonomy Legislation 

2002 Megawati Anti-Corruption Law and Anti-Corruption Court 

2011 Susilo Bambang 

Yudhoyono 

(SBY) 

Bureaucratic Reform that includes increased pay for state 

employees and various e-government initiatives. 

Regulatory reform that looks at upgrading nine national 

laws, six government regulations, five Presidential 

Regulations, Presidential Decrees, Presidential 

Instructions, nine Ministerial Regulations and a number of 

local regulations and permits 

2014 Joko Widodo Health and Social Insurance System Reform 

 

Seventeen years after the recession, Indonesia is said to be the world’s 18th 

largest economy at US$868 billion (GDP at market prices) with a growth rate expected 

to remain stable at around 5.5% a year through to 2017 (World Bank 2015). A recent 

report by Pricewaterhouse Coopers (PwC) also confirms that Indonesia is on its way to 

becoming the fifth largest economy in the world by 2030 when it is expected to surpass 

both the UK and French economies in both size and annual production values 

(Pricewaterhouse Coopers 2015). Unemployment has dropped from 7.41 % in 2010 to 

6.18 % in 2016 (Trading Economics 2016) and purchasing power has risen steadily, 

especially in the mid-income category (World Bank 2015).  

Currently, Indonesia is a presidential democracy headed by a president elected 

every five years through a process which in recent times many argued to be a more 

democratic general election (Liddle 2013). The President reports to parliament, whose 

members are elected by popular vote to serve for the same term as the president. 

Dubbed as the world’s largest Muslim democracy, the consideration of religious values, 

especially those of Islam, has been evident in various aspects of Indonesia’s institutional 

developments. It has also been considered to be manifest in the state’s moral foundation 

as well as its policies (Baswedan 2004).  

In summary, Indonesia has gone through several deep and broad changes in both 

its political and economic systems since the country gained independence in 1945. 

Notwithstanding its autocratic foundation, Indonesia is considered to have made the 
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dramatic transition to a more democratic political system. Moreover, despite being 

continuously portrayed as one of the most corrupt nations in the world, Indonesia is 

seen to have evolved from an oppressed and often oppressive underdog to one of Asia’s 

rising political and economic stars.  

Corruption in Indonesia 

When Berlin-based Transparency International (TI) first published its much 

criticised annual Corruption Perception Index (Andersson and Heywood 2009) in 1995, 

the press release was titled ‘New Zealand best, Indonesia worst in world poll of 

international corruption’ (Transparency International 1995). As a result, business people 

around the world have continued to perceive Indonesia as corrupt. Other indexes that TI 

published, such as the Bribe Payers Index (BPI), conveyed a similar perception of deep 

and widespread corruption both in Indonesia and in the country’s business dealings in 

other countries: Indonesian business people doing business abroad, the Index concluded, 

also often engage in bribery. The consulting firm Political Economic Risk Consultancy 

(PERC) in Hong Kong echoed this negative finding. It argued that Indonesia’s 

corruption was both widespread and systemic (PERC 2015). PERC also concluded that 

Indonesia was one of the countries in Asia with an alarming level of corruption. Locally 

produced reports such as those by the Indonesian Corruption Watch (ICW), the 

Indonesian Forum for Budget Transparency (FITRA) and others have also consistently 

supported the notion that corruption is an acute problem in Indonesia and that 

continuous efforts are needed to address it. 

Scholars have proffered several explanations as to why Indonesia is so widely 

regarded as deeply corrupt. First, scholars have argued that the Indonesian economy is a 

clientelist type, where there are intense patron-client relationships between government 

and business that enable the former to extract rent from the latter (Khan 1998, Kahn and 

Formosa 2002, Lim and Stern 2002). The ability to extract rents was said to have come 

from the significant control residing in the hands of the government. In the early 

Soeharto era, this control was perceived to be manifest through the government’s 

capacity to limit access to natural resources, and in later periods was manifested through 

government control of access to permits and licenses. In the current regime, government 

control is still highly visible as shown by the high number of state-owned enterprises 

(141 state-owned enterprises at the time when this study was still in proposal stage, and 

119 as of 2016) (Kementerian BUMN 2016), a number of which hold monopoly power 
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in vital sectors – monopolies granted and protected by state law. Among the most 

notable such monopolies are those operating in the distribution of electricity (PLN)8 and 

shipping industry (Pelindo). Recent research argues that the proportion of government 

control vis-à-vis private sector involvement in the Indonesian market has changed, 

albeit slowly (see, for example, Yonnedi (2010)).  

Second, existing laws and regulations are considered inadequate and this is 

perceived as opening up continuous opportunities for the abuse of power. For example, 

the long-awaited Competition Law, the infrastructure needed to abolish anti-competitive 

practices in the market economy, was finally passed in 1999 but its enforcement has 

been a challenge due to the fact that its key articles are seen as too loosely drafted to be 

effective (Kang 2003, Dowling 2006). Overall, scholars agreed that the existing 

regulatory framework in Indonesia remains immature and largely ineffective (Mitton 

2002, Rammal and Zurbruegg 2006, Eckardt 2008, Mitton 2008). 

Last but not least, it has been argued that corruption in Indonesia happens due to 

the complexity of the country’s bureaucracy and the consequent need of those 

interfacing with it to either circumvent or speed up their interactions with an inadequate 

system. With government expenditure being cited as contributing to 9.5 per cent of 

GDP (World Bank 2015), pursuing government contracts makes good business sense. 

Nevertheless, the growth of the private sector in Indonesia is stifled due to the complex 

regulatory environment (World Bank 2012). Despite having undergone business 

reforms, businesses in Indonesia still have to go through numerous procedures to obtain 

permits before they can even start operations. Hence, when compared globally, 

Indonesia sits at the bottom twenty out of 183 countries surveyed in terms of the ease of 

doing business (World Bank 2011)9.  

Paying bribes remains very common because numerous government decisions 

(both of strategic and bureaucratic nature) continue to be made on a discretionary basis 

with minimum transparency (Pangestu, Aswicahyono et al. 2002, Synnerstrom 2007). 

In taxation, for example, businesses have claimed that the administration of taxes owed, 

as opposed to the rates applied, remains the challenge of doing business in Indonesia 

(World Bank 2011). A classic example is the tax restitution, in which every year 

                                                        
8 In 2009, PLN’s monopoly was ended but it still controls the national system for transmission and 

distribution of electricity. 
9 Indonesia’s ranking has improved over the years and the latest report shows that it sits at number 109 

out of 189 countries surveyed, for more details see World Bank. (2016). "Ease of doing business in 

Indonesia 2016." Retrieved 16 September 2016, from 

http://www.doingbusiness.org/data/exploreeconomies/indonesia/. 
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businesses must lodge their claim to receive back any over-payment in tax. Tax officials 

are required to assess client’s reports and bookkeeping and make a judgment of their 

accountability, which opens the door to the abuse of power at their disposal (for other 

examples see Ardyanto (2002)). Indonesia is moving towards implementing e-

government since the issuance of Presidential Instruction number 3/2003, although it is 

still in the introduction period (Mirchandani, Johnson Jr et al. 2008). E-government is 

believed to be the key towards reducing rampant corruption in the provision of 

government services (Furuholt and Wahid 2008). 

Key actors in corruption in Indonesia  

I will now turn to the ‘who’ of corruption, outlining the actors whose dealings 

with the government are considered prone to corruption. Research suggests that as a 

consequence of the challenging business environment, which arises from the role of the 

state in the Indonesian economy at every level, businesses find it imperative to 

collaborate closely with government agents and with the state monopolies which control 

how and even whether enterprises can operate (McLeod 2000). I will discuss two of the 

most noteworthy of all the government’s close collaborators: the conglomerates and the 

multinationals.  

First, the conglomerates are the group of firms whose operation is under the 

control of an owner, a group of owners or a majority of its shareholders (Data Consult 

1998). It has been shown in the past that a substantial proportion of corporate ownership 

in Indonesia (perhaps as high as 70%) belonged to the sixteen large conglomerates 

(Brown 2004). In the Soeharto era, the industry was dominated by business groups 

made up of companies owned by mainly Indonesian Chinese. This was found to be the 

case in 21 out of 25 largest conglomerates (Hogenboom and Jilberto 2007). A smaller 

share of companies was under the control of pribumi (indigenous people). Both groups 

were well acquainted with the military, who themselves ran resource-endowed 

businesses such as Pertamina (the state oil company), BULOG (State Logistics Board) 

and Berdikari (BULOG’s contractor) (Brown 2006).  

In the early 1980s, the conglomerates were still precluded from lucrative sectors 

(Luo 2001), but today, these major businesses manage a highly diversified portfolio. 

Their presence is mainly visible in the banking, property and the oil industry (Carney 

and Dieleman 2011). Research indicates that, inevitably, the ties that these 

conglomerates have with the government have assisted in securing market domination. 
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In exchange, they are believed to have forwarded some portion of the profits made to 

the bureaucrats or to their political patrons (Chua 2008). However, scholars remain 

divided over whether this dependency on government still prevails in what is meant to 

be a more open and dynamic economy (Fukuoka 2012), but the effect of decades of the 

rent-seeking scheme is longlasting. Until today, many of the tycoons who have enjoyed 

the golden days of Soeharto are still thriving (Aspinall and Van Klinken 2011) although 

across the board business-government relationships have become more plural (Carney 

and Hamilton-Hart 2015). The connection between old and new players with the current 

government continues to generate distrust (Chua 2008) but some argue that the major 

businesses are starting to build their own strength based on their economic importance 

(Carney and Hamilton-Hart 2015).  

Second, the multinationals are defined as firms with 10 per cent or more foreign 

ownership (World Bank 2011). In the global corruption map, multinational corporations 

have been regarded as a major source for bribe money (Tarullo 2003). At the very least, 

they have a great interest in maintaining effective relationships with host governments 

(Boddewyn 1994, Frynas, Mellahi et al. 2006, Li and Zhang 2007) including those 

operating in developing economies such as Indonesia. Statistics suggest that firms 

which engage in exporting or have some proportion of foreign ownership on average 

receive more visits from government officials and spend more time dealing with 

regulations. Comparing across size, more large firms claimed that they have to make 

informal payments to officials to get things done, compared to the medium- and small-

sized firms (World Bank 2012).  

Under Soeharto, the power and influence of multinationals were more visible - 

as shown by the case of Freeport, the first multinational that signed a contract with the 

longest serving regime (de Jesus Soares 2004, Rifai-Hasan 2009). Freeport has 

repeatedly admitted that they have made a series of payments to the Indonesian 

government in order to receive military protection at its mining sites. Several senior 

Indonesian police officers have confirmed this, insisting the exceptional security 

situation in areas of Papua where Freeport operated dictated such arrangements (The 

Jakarta Post 2011). Freeport and other mining multinationals are not the only entities 

that admit the need to make payments in order to continue to operate. Other firms 

operating in various industries from forestry (McCarthy 2000) to weapon manufacturing 

(Udin 1996) also found Indonesia an interesting investment destination, with many of 

the laws enacted under the Soeharto regime appearing to encourage foreign investment 
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(de Jesus Soares 2004). Since Soeharto’s reign ended in 1999, it has been argued that 

multinationals have switched to new sources of political protection, such as politicians 

with strong business ties (Prasetyawan 2005).  

Comparing the experiences of conglomerates and multinationals, some analysts 

argue that corruption is more damaging to the latter due to the more stringent 

regulations which can be applied to their activities. The most well known anti-bribery 

legislation, the US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA), first enacted in 1977, allows 

the criminalisation of bribery by US companies and its subsidiaries around the world. 

The FCPA has sentenced a number MNEs for improper reporting and engaging in illicit 

transactions, directly or indirectly, with corrupt Indonesian government officials (SEC 

2013). It has also been revealed that Indonesia is fourth in the unenviable league table 

which records countries with the highest number of prosecuted individuals in FCPA 

enforcement actions. Only Nigeria, Iraq, and China have worse records (Newcomb 

2012).  

Reasons for corruption in Indonesia 

A number of reasons are given to explain the purported high incidence of 

corruption in Indonesia. Corruption is often portrayed as part of the Indonesian culture, 

at least that is what some scholars, observers and even one of the nation’s founding 

fathers, Mohammad Hatta, have articulated (Robertson Snape 1999, Znoj 2007, 

Margana 2009, Rosidi 2009). Culture- or value-related explanations are varied. For 

example, it has been argued that corruption occurs because Indonesians put such strong 

emphasis on status (Smith 1971) and the importance of saving one’s face. The implied 

obligation to reciprocate a gift or a special treatment, for example, is strongly upheld by 

Indonesians in their daily interaction, for they will go to great lengths to avoid 

embarrassing themselves or others. The need to appreciate one’s status or the assistance 

received to maintain it is also reflected in the use of euphemistic language, such as 

‘uang lelah’ (tired money) (Znoj 2007), ‘uang rokok’ (cigarette money) or ‘tanda 

terima kasih’ (thank you money) which outsiders often refer to as simply ‘bribery’ or 

‘gratuities’.  

Such labelling also signals that practices many labelled as corruption take place 

in a collegial setting, where people are expected to understand each other’s 

circumstances, agree to help each other, and to thank each other in their dealings. These 

euphemisms are all categorised as corruption or gratuities by the Corruption Eradication 
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Commission (KPK), who points out that they often occur where civil servants receive 

low and often inadequate pay (Filmer and Lindauer 2001), one of the indicators of a 

poorly managed civil service systems. The widespread argument of low and inadequate 

salaries is one of the justifications put forward for extracting corrupt money (McLeod 

2008). Others suggest there is no direct link between the design of civil service and 

corruption (Rubin and Whitford 2008) and public opinion also tends to disagree by 

citing several cases involving generously paid tax officials who sought and took corrupt 

payments. 

The latest scandals of tax fraud revealed that some of the perpetrators are junior 

tax officials who have in fact enjoyed a significant increase in their take home pay since 

2008, as part of a comprehensive bureaucratic reform initiated by the Susilo Bambang 

Yudhoyono’s (SBY) government (Tribun News 2012). The argument has now shifted. 

With corrupt economies showing conspicuous consumption (Myint 2000), it is the high 

cost of an urban lifestyle that persuades individuals to commit corrupt acts and to pursue 

even grander corrupt bounty. In other words, ‘hedonism’ and ‘consumerist culture’ is 

seen to lie behind unstoppable corruption (Republika 2013). 

Other scholars say Indonesians are subjected to ‘patrimonialism’ (Geertz 1976) 

which in plain language means that everyone feels a need to serve the leader. This 

concept can be traced back to the colonial era under Dutch occupation. Javanese 

patrimonialism, in particular, suggests that the boundary between individual income and 

state income is blurry (Margana 2009). All these factors contribute to the implicit 

understanding between public servants and the public whom they are supposed to serve 

that power is something to be commercialised. The proceeds from this 

commercialisation of power do not automatically have to go to the state’s pool of funds 

but can also go into leaders’ (for example regents or heads of districts) own pockets. 

Many suggest these concepts have prevailed even in the era of modern bureaucracy 

(see, for example, Kumorotomo (2008)).  

Tabalujan (2002) argued that the term ‘kekeluargaan’ (family spirit or 

brotherhood) which permeated the 1945 Constitution and other legislative derivatives 

can be seen as the culprit for the long-lived culture of cronyism: corruption in the name 

of family/brotherhood. Infused in everyday Indonesians’ way of life, kekeluargaan is 

said to be the basis for continuous failures to act based on a written rule, Indonesians 

preferring instead to make decisions based on relationship considerations i.e., what is 

best for the family. Tabalujan further asserted that this family spirit concept has created 
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problems as Indonesians tend to override legal duties in the interest of fulfilling family 

duties and in the context of running a family-controlled business they are inclined to 

confuse company and shareholder assets. Against this backdrop of family/brotherly 

values, corrupt acts are justified; contracts or licenses are awarded to those who are 

considered as ‘family’, ‘friends’ or ‘brothers’. This underscores the statement that the 

corrupt environment fostered by Soeharto was favourable for business people at that 

time because it offered business certainty for those who know how to play ‘friends’ or 

‘brothers’ to Soeharto. 

In the above, I have discussed how corruption in Indonesia is understood under 

the banner of ‘culture’ or ‘values’. It draws on important concepts and terms such as 

‘saving face’, ‘patrimonialism’ and ‘kekeluargaan’ and euphemisms such as ‘uang 

lelah’ and ‘uang rokok’. These concepts suggest that corruption is bound up with 

people’s everyday lives and that language, either written or spoken, plays an important 

role. Mainstream research, however, has considered these ‘cultural factors’ as 

‘problematic’ and they are the cause of Indonesia’s entrenched corruption. Similarly, 

these ‘cultural factors’ are often discussed in a negative light accompanying the various 

anti-corruption efforts to which I will now turn.  

Anti-corruption efforts 

As mentioned, corruption in Indonesia is believed to manifest itself in different 

forms and different levels of exchanges between government and its stakeholders, hence 

the argument of pervasive and entrenched corruption in Indonesia (Rodriguez, 

Uhlenbruck et al. 2005, Aspinall and Van Klinken 2011). As a result, numerous 

attempts have been made to constrain corruption in the 1950s, 1960s, 1970s, 1980s (see 

Table 2.3).  

In the 1990s, the talk about how pervasive corruption had become in Indonesia 

intensified internationally. It was particularly so during the period leading up to the 

downfall of Soeharto in 1997. The terms anti-corruption, collusion and nepotism 

(Korupsi, Kolusi dan Nepotisme in Indonesian or KKN) featured widely in discussions 

about Indonesia (Hamilton-Hart 2001). After Soeharto had stepped down from office, 

Indonesia began to take more serious action to combat corruption. The first significant 

move in this direction was the passing of the Anti-Corruption Law in 1999, revised in 

2001, and the setting up of the Anti-Corruption Commission (KPK) which began 

operating in 2004.  
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Table 2.3 Key events in the battle against corruption 

Year Event 

  

1957 Special military operation aimed at corruption in logistics 

1966 Soeharto became second President – start of New Order 

1967 Establishment of Corruption Eradication Team (TPK) with a mandate for 

repression and prevention 

1987 A special re-audit for the tax restitution (Pemsus Restitusi) was launched to 

eradicate corruption in taxation 

1997 The start of the Asian Financial Crisis, followed by the signing of IMF’s 

US$ 43 billion assistance package which includes various reforms 

addressing corruption 

1998 Soeharto’s fall – start of Reform Era and increased press freedom 

2002 KPK was established following the Law No. 31 of 1999, juncto Law No. 20 

of 2001 on the Eradication of Corruption, and Law No. 28 of 1999 on 

Corruption-Free State Governance to coordinate, supervise, investigate and 

prosecute corruption offenses, and develop corruption prevention measures 

2003 Indonesian Parliament ratified the United Nations Convention Against 

Corruption (UNCAC) 

2004 First direct presidential election 

2009 General election 

 Anti-corruption special courts were established around the country  

2014 General election 

 

The KPK was established with the mandate to co-ordinate and supervise the 

processing of corruption cases, as well as conducting its own pre-investigations, 

investigations, and indictments. Many argued that the passing of this law and, more 

importantly, the birth of the KPK as a ‘super body’ with far-reaching abilities10 have 

greatly assisted Indonesia in its war against corruption. Since its establishment, the KPK 

has garnered plenty of support particularly from members of the public. The KPK is 

often portrayed as a hero in the fight against corruption compared to most politicians 

and high-ranking public officials and, especially, the Head of the Police and Attorney 

General’s Office (AGO). The KPK is regarded as the ‘beacon of hope’ of the anti-

corruption movement and the media continuously report on high profile cases of 

corruption in such a way – adding a ‘soap opera’ effect into corruption news reporting 

                                                        
10 For a discussion on these abilities see Schutte, S. A. (2012). "Against the odds: anti-corruption reform 

in Indonesia." Public Administration and Development 32(1): 38-48. 
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(Kramer 2013). In 2012, the KPK received much public attention and support through 

the ‘coins for the KPK’ campaign which pressured the House to approve KPK’s 

proposal for a new building (Liddle 2013). Such a campaign was unprecedented and 

showed the high hopes of the public towards the KPK whose mission is to free 

Indonesia from corruption. Any subsequent effort to revise KPK’s law is considered 

‘corrupt’ in itself because it is translated as weakening the KPK by making it ‘toothless’ 

(Tempo.com 2015). Similarly, any involvement of other institutions in the works of 

KPK (including the selection process of its chairpersons) is scrutinised with suspicion 

and tends to be seen as attempts at blocking anti-corruption efforts (Kong and 

Ramayandi 2008). Regardless of constant criticism (and praise), the KPK and the Anti-

Corruption Special Court, also a product of the 2002 KPK Law, have been seen as quite 

effective in solving corruption cases and in convicting powerful figures that in the past 

had been regarded as untouchable (Butt 2012). 

In terms of its remit to clean up the private sector and investigate bribery 

practices, the Anti-corruption Law allows the criminalisation of both bribe receivers 

(i.e., the state officials) and those who pay. Both the individuals (natural person) and the 

organisation (legal person) to which the individual is attached can be investigated and 

prosecuted. The latter seems to be a challenge due to overlapping provisions in the 

Indonesian civil and penal codes (Budianto 2012) and also the difficulties of 

establishing state loss in the case of bribery committed by non-public officials (Hukum 

Online 2013). As a result, very few corporations have received a criminal penalty since 

the law was enacted in 1999.  

Another law that has been passed in the spirit of cleaning up corrupt practices is 

the Witnesses and Victims Protection Law nu 13/2006. This law, which many have 

criticised on the grounds that it is too general and left excessive room for disputes 

between law enforcement agents (Hukum Online 2013), is the first law that is expected 

to assist whistleblowers and encourage them to come forward with information 

regarding corrupt practices. Lastly, the Freedom of Information Law passed in 2008 has 

also faced difficulties due to lack of capacity and funding, as well as the strong 

perception that requesting information sends a message of questioning authority (Article 

19 2015). 

In the corporate context, corruption is generally regarded as a violation of the 

corporate governance principles of transparency and accountability and, as such, 

something which corporations who claim adherence to such principles must act against. 
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The World Bank, as one of the global promoters of good governance, annually assesses 

the observance of countries to OECD Corporate Governance principles and Indonesia, 

in particular, has received recommendations in a number of areas, including the need for 

improvement of regulation for non-financial disclosure, which focuses on the adherence 

of company practices to corporate governance principles. Unfortunately, only 28 per 

cent of publicly listed firms in Indonesia have comprehensive statements on corporate 

governance (IICD Report 2008 cited in World Bank 2010), and not many have specific 

statements on business-government relations or detailed reporting on bribery/corruption 

(Joseph, Gunawan et al. 2016). This low level of compliance is because there are very 

few (if any) legal mechanisms to enforce it. Other than establishing codes of conduct, 

businesses have also been called upon to sign up for the Integrity Pact, as a testament of 

their firm stance against bribery. However, this has been largely criticised as a mere 

public relations exercise, as no enforcement action can be taken for any violation of the 

Pact.  

In conclusion, I have argued that selecting Indonesia as a research site is 

justifiable in order to address the gap in the literature in terms of studying the meanings 

of corruption in context and because of the way Indonesia has been portrayed as an 

adamantly corrupt society. My primary focus is corruption in business – government 

relations because it has been the focus of anti-corruption work and scholarship. I have 

also argued there is a need to understand corruption from ‘insider ’ views on the 

grounds that ‘outsider’ definitions focus on broad principles which have little resonance 

with or relevance to those who deal with this issue on a daily basis.  

Data collection and analysis 

In the sections that follow, I will demonstrate how the collection and analysis of 

media texts and interviews are suitable methods to answer my research questions and, at 

the same time, lend themselves to the epistemological position of interpretivism. 

Subsequently, I will describe how I gathered and analysed my data. 

Media texts  

Analysing media texts is consistent with an interpretive approach in that it 

enables me to deal with meanings and draw from rich contextual details. The media 

represents an important sense-making and sense-giving arena for important issues, such 

as corruption: it serves as the (re)producer of public opinions on issues arousing 

disagreement (Risberg, Tienari et al. 2003). With a nationally covered and debated issue 
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such as corruption, newspapers become one of the most important sites for the 

articulation and dissemination of an anti- corruption agenda (Li 2009).  

News media is also an important source of ‘people’s knowledge, attitudes and 

ideologies, both of other elites and of ordinary citizens’ (Van Dijk 2000). Newspaper 

articles, particularly opinion pieces, are helpful because they are ‘ideological’ – they 

contain ideas which evaluate ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ about a particular topic (Van Dijk 

1995). At the same time, news media provides people with the frames of reference 

required to make sense of what is going on around them (Hartmann and Husband 1974).  

Analysing the meanings of corruption in media texts therefore allows me to 

explore the debates around corruption. Textual analysis requires the key step of 

selecting an appropriate sample, meaning choosing which texts to analyse (Krippendorff 

2004). Starting in 2013, I initially intended to use articles published in Indonesian 

newspapers with a high readership such as Kompas and Jawa Pos daily so I conducted a 

web search for these. I decided to use articles of The Jakarta Post (JP) because it was 

the only newspaper where articles are available for a longer historical time period, 

which was required because I wanted to see how meanings have changed from pre-

reform to the current era, and because it was considered to be one of the more critical of 

the Soeharto regime.  

I collected articles published by The Jakarta Post between 1994 (four years 

before Soeharto stepped down from office) to 2014 in order to trace the meaning of 

corruption during periods of economic and political change. My initial search resulted 

in 8,747 texts. In order to reduce this to a manageable number, I focused on editorials, 

page-one articles, and coverage of corruption scandals. Editorials were chosen on the 

grounds that they would give a clear indication of how a particular newspaper 

constructed the meaning of corruption over time. Page-one articles were selected 

because they tend to be reasonably long and include quotes from other actors. Coverage 

of scandals was important because scandals prompt media activity and reports in which 

constructions of corruption are particularly 'visible' and, therefore, amenable to analysis. 

Breit (2010) for example, was able to show from his analysis of media texts on 

Norwegian corruption scandals how particular understandings of corruption evolved as 

scandals unfolded and the consequences of the different media reports for the public 

(il)legitimacy of the actors involved. The end result was 11-20 articles for each year 

(338 texts in total) published between October 1994 and August 2014 (see Table 2.4).  
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Analysis of media texts 

I first created a broad summary of how corruption was constructed for each 

individual year. I then started to develop coding for the texts using NVivo in which I 

categorised units of data using Nodes. I noted a pattern in which corruption was often 

constructed in relation to democracy. This is when I decided to focus on the relations 

between corruption and democracy. Thus, I proceeded with re-reading the articles 

systematically to identify the relationship between corruption and bureaucracy. I 

engaged in a process of iteration where I moved between data gathering and data 

inference phases of research.  

For example, 1998 was considered a ‘turning point’ in Indonesian politics so I 

felt that I needed further information on how corruption was portrayed in relation to 

democracy. To establish this I went back and forth between each article and the entire 

set of articles from the same period, as well as going back and forth from each period’s 

summary to another to identify differences and similarities and whether there had been 

any shift in the discussions. This is difficult to break down in a linear way (Spiggle 

1994). It is a process of going back and forth between the terms used by others – in this 

case the authors’, and my ‘own experience, knowledge, and ideas’ (Spiggle 1994 p. 

499).  

When writing a second round of summaries for each individual year I focused 

on things such as identifying and analysing the arguments in the article (Gill and 

Whedbee 1997, Van Eemermen, Grootendorst et al. 1997, Wodak 2001). Arguments 

can be analysed for their explicit and implicit premises as well as the knowledge, values 

and beliefs they assume on the part of their target audience. I also focused on 

identifying patterns in the types of actors featured in the article, how they were 

constructed and their relationships. I also discovered a pattern in which articles 

discussed corruption with regard to statements concerning Indonesia’s aspirations in 

relation to other countries. In so doing, I interpreted the articles as constructing a 

collective identity of a nation by assuming a set of knowledge and values that are shared 

between the author and the imagined audience.  

To assist with my coding and abstraction, I created a table (see Table 2.5) which 

included quotes on corruption-democracy relationships, Indonesia’s identity i.e., what 

the quotes said about Indonesia and the rest of the world, the use and presentation of 
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Table 2.4 Newspaper article categories 

Year Page-1 Editorials Coverage of Scandals Total 

1994   14 14 

1995   16 16 

1996   16 16 

1997   18 18 

1998   27 27 

1999   12 12 

2000   11 11 

2001 7  5 12 

2002 6  6 12 

2003 6  6 12 

2004   12 12 

2005  4 8 12 

2006  3 15 18 

2007  7 5 12 

2008  7 13 20 

2009  3 10 13 

2010  9 3 12 

2011 6 9  15  

2012 6 9  15  

2013 7 12  19  

2014 15 25  40  

      

Total 53 88 197 338  

particular examples, dramatic and also casual statements, also the identification of the 

‘heroes’, ‘villains’ and ‘victims’ from each year and how they have changed over time. 

The following table gives a sample of which content of the articles I drew upon in 

forming my analysis. 

The first column of the table shows the period in which the articles were 

published. In the column ‘Metaphor,’ I wrote in my own words the metaphor(s) used for 

corruption. I focused on metaphors because they are often used in news media as a 

powerful strategy in producing a particular version of social reality. The metaphor is an 

effective argumentativetool whereby “a given metaphorical expression within a certain 

argumentative structure may directly produce emotive reactions” (Ferrari 2007 p. 613).
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Table 2.5 Analysis of media texts 

Period Metaphor Indonesia’s identity 

(what it says about 

Indonesia and the 

rest of the world) 

Corruption-

Democracy 

relations 

Notes The use and presentation 

of particular example; 

metaphors used, dramatic 

vs. casual statements 

Quotes on Indonesia's 

identity, heroes, villains 

and victims  

Quotes on the metaphors 

of corruption 

1994 Corruption is 

a disease no 

less dreadful 

than AIDS 

We do not want to 

become a “coolie” 

for other nations, we 

have to change 

directions and work 

hard (by stamping 

out corruption 

between government 

and businessmen). 

 

"Otherwise, the 

developing countries 

will be "eaten" by 

the more advanced 

nations." 

 

Unlike in Malaysia, 

where the populace 

actively conducts 

social censorship, 

people living in 

some other 

developing countries 

have become so 

pragmatic about 

corruption as to have 

accepted it as a 

matter of course and 

adapted themselves 

to it. 

Political 

system needs 

to change to 

stop corruption 

between 

business and 

government 

During this 

period (1994-

1997 in this 

table), articles 

were written in 

a certain way 

to avoid harsh 

criticism 

towards the 

Soeharto 

regime, 

framings like 

‘we have 

democracy but 

not an action-

oriented 

democracy, not 

a healthy 

democracy’ or 

that ‘it’s not 

about changing 

the system, it’s 

more about 

implementing 

the system’ and 

the alike, were 

found. Also the 

use of indirect 

reference to 

Indonesia’s 

own situation. 

In ‘Political system needs 

revision to ensure fairness’, 

the article opens with the 

paragraph: 

Indonesia needs to revise its 

political system to ensure 

ethical and fair business 

practices as well as prevent 

corruption and collusion 

between business people 

and government officials, 

experts and business leaders 

say.  

 

Economist Kwik Kian 

Gie, who heads the 

party's research and 

development agency, 

singles out corruption 

within the bureaucracy as 

a major obstacle to a 

healthy and conducive 

climate which Indonesia 

needs to establish to reap 

the benefits of free trade. 

Villains: corrupt 

bureaucrats, state bank 

(Bapindo) directors, 

businessmen (Tansil)  

Victims: the whole nation 

suffers because Indonesia 

cannot compete 

 

Corruptors are powerful: 

"After you get the bell 

from the neighboring 

country, which of the 

mice will be brave 

enough to hang it around 

the corrupt cats' necks?"  

 

This trend is just as 

dangerous as turning a blind 

eye to the fact that HIV and 

AIDS are a danger to 

everyone. It is time we 

came to understand that 

corruption is an Acquired 

Immune Deficiency 

Syndrome of the soul and is 

just as dangerous to a 

nation's integrity as AIDS is 

to human life [The Jakarta 

Post, 7 December 1994].  

 

Just like in the case of a 

sick person, the problem is 

whether or not the "sick 

man" will listen to his 

doctor's advice and is 

willing to swallow the bitter 

pill he is prescribed. [The 

Jakarta Post, 3 December 

1997] 
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Consequently, through carefully selected metaphors, journalists are able to present a topic 

in a certain way (Lakoff and Johnston 1980/2003).  

The following two columns summarised Indonesia’s identity and how corruption 

relates to democracy as constructed by the media within that period. The ‘Notes’ column 

describes my interpretation related to the previous three columns. I paid attention to words 

which have certain socio-cultural meanings such as ‘AIDS’, ‘coolie’, ‘bandits’, etc. I also 

looked at the overall emotional tone of an article to ascertain meanings. I later expanded 

my notes by including another pattern of how the different metaphors of corruption were 

constructed from time to time. As the analysis progressed, I expanded the table by adding a 

column on the use and presentation of particular statements for example, the use of 

dramatic vs. casual statements, also two columns which provide quotes on Indonesia’s 

identity, heroes, villains and victims in the war against corruption and also quotes relating 

to the metaphors used for corruption. In the following chapter, I will discuss the findings 

derived from this analysis in more detail.  

Interviews 

Interviewing is one of the most commonly used methods in the qualitative tradition, 

as it is the “main road to multiple realities” (Stake 1995) and can be used to generate data 

about the meanings of corruption. Interviews allow interpretivists to understand actors’ 

situated understandings (Minichiello, Aroni et al. 2008). In the words of Kvale (1996 p. 

46): 

“...interviews are particularly suited for studying people’s understanding of the meanings in 

their lived world, describing their experiences and self-understanding, and clarifying and 

elaborating their own perspective on their lived world.” 

At the same time, interpretivism maintains that ‘truths’ are intersubjectively constructed 

and the understanding of these ‘truths’ comes from the interaction between the researcher 

and the researched. The informant and the researcher together produce a text that does not 

stand in isolation; instead, it emerges from both individuals’ negotiated interpretation and 

the conversation between them. 

I initially used interviews in a pilot study in Melbourne, Australia, to test my 

interview questions and modify them as needed. I recruited five Indonesians who are not 

affiliated with the University and belonged to one of the groups explained below. All pilot 

interviews were carried out in Melbourne except one interview which was by Skype call. 
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In the actual interview, I referred to some of the broad discussions on corruption to trigger 

interviewees’ accounts of how they made sense of events involving corruption and also 

asked more direct questions to learn what they took corruption to mean. Given that 

corruption is classified as a culturally sensitive topic according to the University’s ethics 

guideline on conducting research, I needed to give assurance to my interviewees that they 

will be referred to using pseudonyms in any research publication and that I was not looking 

for specific persons’ names when discussing corruption-related practices. I experimented 

with different types of questions in response to the reactions of some interviewees’ to 

talking about corruption.  

The main interviews took place in Jakarta, Indonesia from February to March 2014, 

roughly four months before Indonesia’s presidential election. Consequently, there was a lot 

of discussion in the media around politics and the two presidential candidates, Joko 

Widodo and Prabowo Subianto. I interviewed six different groups of interviewees. First, 

one group of interviewees were those who worked for anti-corruption organisations such as 

the KPK, the Indonesian Corruption Watch, and the National Committee on Governance. 

The second group consisted of government employees whose work requires interactions 

with businesses, followed by the third group which was the state-owned enterprise 

employee group. The fourth group was made up of interviewees who run their own 

business while the fifth group consisted of employees of private national and multinational 

firms. The last group was made up of people from a variety of professional backgrounds 

such as people working as accountants, lawyers, and academics. These selections were 

made to enable comparison of actors’ understanding of corruption across different 

organisation ownership types.  

I interviewed a total of 40 interviewees during my fieldwork. To recruit 

interviewees, I used my personal network and suggestions from other interviewees. Table 

2.6 provides a breakdown of the interviewees based on their current employer or upon the 

category whose views I think they represented most. Note that category ‘Other’ is used to 

identify interviewees who do not belong to any of the categories, and they consist of 

lawyers, accountants, and academics.  

The interviews focused on eliciting people’s understanding of corruption by 

referring to what was said in the media and their day-to-day experience which did not 

always involve the use of the term “corruption”.  
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Table 2.6 Categories of interviewees 

Categories Number of interviewees 

Government employee 5 

State-Owned Enterprise employee 4 

Private company employee 11 

Business owner 6 

Anti-corruption promoters 8 

Other 6 

Total 40 

This generation of empirical material was carried out following an ethics review process 

by the University’s Human Ethics Advisory Group. Before the start of each interview, 

interviewees were provided with a Plain Language Statement and a consent form in their 

preferred language, English or Indonesian (see Appendix 1). The interviews were guided 

by an interview guideline or protocol (see Appendix 2). After the pilot interviews, I 

adjusted the interview schedule slightly. Rather than asking interviewees to read the 

newspaper article at the start of the interview, instead I simply referred to a well-known 

scandal (as presented in Table 4.3) and asked the interviewees for their comments. The use 

of newspaper article was dropped as it disrupted the flow and the direction of the 

interview. The rest of the questions, were also not always asked in sequence. I instead 

allowed the conversations to progress on a natural path. I also did not confine myself to 

using the exact wording in the guideline but applied them according to the context of the 

conversations. However, I ensured that all the topics in the guideline were covered. I 

transcribed the discussions verbatim and recorded any non-verbal expressions which I 

considered relevant to the main content of the conversation. All but one of the interviews 

were digitally recorded as approved by the interviewees. One informant refused to allow 

recording because of the sensitivity of the topics being discussed, but notes were taken 

during and after the interview. I also recorded my field notes to capture my thoughts 

immediately after the interview.  

Analysis of interviews 

To infer meanings of corruption based on the interview transcripts I started with a 

close reading of each of the transcripts from the six different groups. Consistent with the 

inductive approach in analysing text, I immersed myself in the transcripts and allowed the 

interviewees’ stories and my own knowledge about corruption to guide my discovery of 

focal concepts and lines of arguments. I then continued with identifying different patterns 
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in the arguments participants made in relation to corruption. The NVivo software was used 

to store my transcripts and manage my coding using Nodes. The first round of coding 

resulted in a huge number of codes such as ‘politics’, ‘religion’, ‘self-interest’, ‘system’, 

and ‘person’. These preliminary codes were sorted into six groups: one group of codes 

related to interviewees’ stories around why corruption happens, one group related to why 

corruption happens but specifically looking at the context of relationship between the 

speaker and others, the next group was related to interviewees’ stories which support anti-

corruption, and the remaining three groups were about the different actors involved in their 

stories, the root causes of corruption based on a ‘bad apple’ framework (i.e. why do 

individuals commit corrupt acts?), and the different solutions to corruption. Table 2.7 

summarises the range of codes that informed the further analysis.  

In working with these preliminary codes, I was also guided by my interest in: why 

people think corruption happens; and how they think it can be solved. Accordingly, I 

reorganised the codes and grouped them under these two categories. These tentative lists 

were further examined in greater detail as I put together evidence to form a more robust 

coding. For example, as I revisited each transcript in relation to ‘why corruption happens’, 

I asked questions around what a particular interviewee saw as the ‘benefits’, ‘reasons’, 

‘motivations’ or ‘explanations’ for corruption. I looked mainly at the content of what was 

said for example in terms of what they or their organisation did or should have done and 

why. Following this, similar to the analysis of newspaper articles, I engaged in a process of 

iteration of moving back and forth between each passage of a transcript and the entire 

transcript and across transcripts.  

In addition, I made notes on the key identities of different actors/organisations 

involved in interviewees’ stories. I noted the distinction made by interviewees when they 

spoke of ‘corruption’ that benefited themselves, their organisation, and other people. This 

particular distinction is helpful in refining my coding because interviewees often gave a 

wide range of examples capturing different point-of-views. For example, some 

interviewees argued that corruption (i.e., nepotism or favouritism) happens because people 

need to fulfil family obligations by providing jobs to relatives. Initially, this was coded as 

‘corruption provides a source of livelihood’ and in later stages was re-coded as ‘corruption 

fulfils social obligations’. In addition to content, I also noted interviewees’ expressions 

during the interviews and created a glossary of terms or metaphors (see Table 2.8) that 

interviewees used in describing corruption. 
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Table 2.7 Codes used in the preliminary coding 

Type of code Codes  

Reasons for corruption Politics 

Money 

Jobs  

Charity  

 

Reasons (in relation to others) Self-interest 

Others’ interest 

Relationship  

 

Reasons for anti-corruption Religion  

Economy/prosperity 

 

Actors  Business 

Government 

Politicians 

The KPK 

 

Root causes (‘bad apple’) Mentality 

Morality 

Religion  

 

Solution/intervention Person 

Education 

Religion 

System 

Leaders  

 

I found that interviewees across groups discussed ‘why corruption happens’ in 

relation to three factors: (1) to get things done; (2) to secure sources of livelihood; and (3) 

to maintain social relations/obligations. These factors describe the different roles of 

corruption in everyday lives which are very much related to interviewees’ understanding of 

their working roles, their social class and their views on business-government and social 

relations in general as well as various cultural practices.  

I counted the number of times interviewees referred to each of the sub-categories 

(and its negation11) by considering the length of the arguments and whether they provided 

a new set of context. As much as I tried to be systematic, I made a somewhat arbitrary 

decision to take something as evidence of a particular pattern only if it was discussed at a 

reasonable length by three or four interviewees, regardless of the groups. I created the 

following table to assist my analysis. 

                                                        
11 By negation I mean interviewees’ reference to a particular sub-category in order to challenge, 
critique or negate it. 
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Table 2.8 Glossary of terms used by interviewees in describing corruption (short version) 

No Indonesian English Explanation 

    

1.  Ambil To get (with your hand)  

2.  Amplop, amplopin Envelope  Money is put inside envelope as sign 

of politeness 

3.  Godaan  Temptation  

4.  Infaq Alms-giving  Small charity for those in lesser 

condition 

5.  Kasih  To give Literal meaning of ‘kasih’ is similar 

to love/affection in English 

6.  Nyetor  Pay  Pay someone, commonly used when 

someone make obligatory payment 

7.  Nyuap  To hand feed  

8.  Palak  Blackmail/extort  To extort someone 

9.  Pelicin Grease   

10.  Peras  To extort Literally means to squeeze/extract 

11.  Toll fee Toll fee, used to describe 

compulsory payment when 

dealing with government 

 

12.  Tunjangan Hari Raya Eid holiday bonus  

13.  Uang dibawah tangan Illicit money Literally means ‘under-hand’ money 

14.  Uang haram/uang ‘gitu’ Impure money  

15.  Uang ketupat Rice cake money  

16.  Uang terima kasih Thank you money  

The first column in the table shows the code name for a particular interviewee. In 

the column ‘Description/notes,’ I wrote what the interviewee discussed as important or 

distinctive about corruption especially with regard to what makes corruption continue. The 

next column recorded specifically the metaphors or keywords/key terms interviewees used 

in their descriptions which captured my attention. After I established the sub-categories, I 

added three more columns to help quantify which particular sub-categories were described 

by an interviewee. I also noted that some interviewees negated or challenged certain 

explanations for corruption and I therefore recorded them in brackets. 
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I repeated the above steps to analyse the second category which is ‘how to solve 

corruption’. My analysis of the transcripts suggests there are three solutions: (1) fix the 

person, (2) fix the system and (3) get the right leader. These different solutions are 

anchored in what interviewees believe to be the cause of corruption or the perpetuation of 

it. It also provides insights around interviewees’ ideas of individual agency. I also counted 

the responses/descriptions in a similar manner to the first category.  

The two tables were particularly useful for my next stage of analysis which looked 

at the coding at a group level. Assuming that different groups hold different meanings of 

corruption, my goal in this exercise was to find similarities and differences in the 

transcripts belonging to the same group of interviewees in order to identify patterns. By 

comparing between transcripts within groups, I was able to discern ‘new’ patterns around 

the dominant constructions within particular groups (as presented in the last column of 

Table 2.9). I was also able to refine my coding category into ‘why corruption is hard to 

stop’ as I went deeper in my analysis. 

 In the last stage of my analysis of interview transcripts, I compared my findings 

from the media text analysis and the interview analysis and examined how they related to 

my initial research questions. This exercise suggested that there were similarities and 

differences between the two sets of findings. I produced a table which provided a summary 

of my comparative analysis which helped me to further my analysis and strengthen my 

conclusions around the two sets of discourses, how they are connected and at the same 

time, are disconnected.  

To conclude, this chapter has shown how I used an interpretive methodology in my 

research to study what corruption means in Indonesian media and what it means to anti-

corruption, businesses and Indonesian government organisations. The findings of the study 

were organised around two sets of ideas that are entwined with corruption: democracy and 

national identity. These findings will be further elaborated in the following two chapters. 

Chapter 4 will show how newspaper articles construct corruption vis-à-vis democracy 

through the construction of national identity. Chapter 5 will demonstrate how interviewees 

construct meanings of corruption also by drawing on ideas of national identity in different 

ways which allow them to legitimise or delegitimise practices associated with corruption. 
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Table 2.9 Individual and group summary 

Code name 
Description/notes 

Keywords/ 

terms 

Why corruption continues 

Group summary 
Getting 

things done 

Source of 

livelihood/ 

income 

Maintain 

relationships/ 

obligations 

BUS 1 speaks mostly about corruption as simply a transaction cost, a 

way to get things moving when dealing with government, all 

companies do it and the key is to fix party funding for elite 

corruption and to increase salary for petty corruption 

uang lebaran, 

ngasih uang, 

received, sogok, 

sogok, 

7 5 2 The business owner 

group shares the view 

that corruption is 

simply a way of 

'getting things done' 

and that practices 

associated with 

corruption are 

important to maintain 

social relations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

BUS 2 speaks more about corruption as extortion (12 times) and arguing 

that thanking officials is OK because it maintains good relations. 

Trying to stop the practice of gift giving runs counter to cultural 

values and triggers social criticisms 

minta, bagi-

bagi, dipalak, 

kering, disuap, 

uang ketupat, 

nyelipin 

8 6 12 

BUS 3 speaks about frustrations due to corruption and corruption as a 

way to 'get things moving', and often portrays individuals being 

victimised by the corrupt system 

 5 3 1 

BUS 4 speaks more about corruption as the way to 'get things moving' 

with corrupt officials who see corruption as means of giving 

charity or helping other people [infaq] 

tanda terima 

kasih, infaq, 

price to obtain 

an asset, get a 

cut, get a cut 

4 4  

BUS 5 speaks about corruption as 'getting things done' (3 times) and 

corruption as reciprocal relations due to the feeling of 

indebtedness [hutang budi] which he argues is more 'systemic' 

bayar, kick 

back, bribery, 

amplop 

3 (1) 2 

BUS 6 speaks more about corruption being 'the way things are' by 

referring to elite corruption involving mafias and that stopping it 

is hard because it will trigger social criticisms, conflicts and 

eventually threaten your position 

nakal, surat 

bodong, dirty, 

uang preman, 

ngasih, 

10 3 6 
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CHAPTER FOUR: MEDIA TEXT FINDINGS 

My primary research question focuses on understanding what corruption means. 

This chapter will focus on what meanings are constructed for corruption based on an 

analysis of media coverage by The Jakarta Post daily from 1994 to 2014, a period that 

saw the toppling of the Soeharto regime and attempts to introduce democratic 

institutions. A key assumption underpinning this question is that meaning is not innate 

or unchanging, but will vary in relation to context. Context itself is not unitary but 

consists of multiple dimensions, or indeed, multiple contexts that themselves are fluid. 

For example, while I am focused on exploring what corruption means in the Indonesian 

context, the Indonesian context has itself changed over time (see Table 4.1) reflecting 

dramatic political changes and reform programs, economic development, and the 

evolving relationship between Indonesia and other countries in its region as well as the 

West.  

Table 4.1 Indonesia’s key events  

1957 Special military operation aimed at corruption in logistics 

1945 Declaration of Independence 

1966 Soeharto became second President – start of New Order 

1967 Establishment of Corruption Eradication Team (TPK) with a mandate for repression and 

prevention 

1987 A special re-audit for the tax restitution (Pemsus Restitusi) was launched to eradicate corruption 

in taxation 

1997 The start of the Asian Financial Crisis 

1998 Soeharto’s fall – the start of the Reform Era and increased press freedom 

1999 First free election for national, provincial and district legislatures 

Joint Corruption Investigation Team (TGPTPK) was formed under the Attorney General 

2002 KPK was established to co-ordinate, supervise, investigate and prosecute corruption offenses, 

and develop corruption prevention measures 

2003 Indonesian Parliament ratified the United Nations Convention Against Corruption  

2004 First direct presidential election 

2009 General election 

 Corruption special courts were established around the country  

2014 General election 
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Three episodes of meanings 

Based on my analysis of media texts in The Jakarta Post between 1994 and 

2014, I will show in this chapter how the meaning of corruption and, particularly, its 

relationship to democracy varied during this time to such a degree that three relatively 

distinct episodes can be identified (see Table 4.2 for summary of the episodes). 

Although corruption is still generally portrayed as ‘dysfunctional’, a closer analysis 

suggests that there are different meanings constructed for corruption in relation to 

democracy.  

It is important to note that I inferred the three different episodes based on 

differences in the patterns of articles, and that these patterns could be associated with 

particular time periods following a broad rather than a rigid classification of articles. For 

example, although the construction of corruption as an ‘acute disease’ was the strongest 

in Episode 1 (1990s), there were still articles referring to corruption as a ‘virus’ in the 

other two episodes. As a result, I did not assign a specific beginning and end for the 

different periodisation. However, the beginning of the third episode (2013) was quite 

distinct compared to that of the previous two episodes due to the appearances of articles 

discussing themes closely related to the 2014 presidential election.  

In what follows, I discuss key features of the construction between corruption 

and democracy in each episode, including the metaphors used, the identities of the main 

actors and the changing construction of Indonesia itself. My results show how the 

meanings of corruption changed over time, while the scale of corruption cases showed 

an increasing trend in terms of the size of the money involved as well as the type of 

actors implicated (see Table 4.3).  

Episode 1: The cure for corruption is democracy 

The first episode was marked by texts setting the stage for corruption, i.e., what 

it is and why it matters. In the 1990s, media articles showed three important patterns (1) 

corruption is a disease, (2) corruption costs money (3) corruption needs a cure and the 

cure is democracy. Health and disease metaphors featured heavily in the constructions 

of corruption in this first episode. 
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Table 4.2 Summary of episodes 

 Episode 1: 1990s Episode 2: 2000s Episode 3: 2013-2014 

 

Main 

metaphors/figurative 

language 

 

AIDS, disease, cleanse, 

repair 

Coolie, colonial masters 

Sick man, doctor, pill 

 

Plague  

Roving bandits 

(Dutch) overlords 

‘Black Swan’ 

‘blood-checkered past’ 

‘democracy in trouble’ 

‘riding out the storm’ 

 

Massive, systemic, 

entrenched, 

decentralised 

corruption, ‘maturing’ 

democracy,  

 

 

 

Effects of corruption Corruption causes 

economic crisis, hinders 

development, destroys 

respect from other 

countries 

 

Corruption costs the 

state money for 

development 

Corruption is not 

directly related to poor 

economic 

performance 

Main identities Media and pro-reform 

politicians as ‘heroes’ 

Local media as 

‘potential villains’. 

Politicians as ‘villains’, 

KPK as ‘hero’ 

Politicians as 

‘villains’, KPK as 

‘hero’, media as ‘hero’ 

in supporting 

democracy 

 

Meaning of corruption Corruption is a disease. It 

needs a cure which is 

democracy 

Corruption has gone 

wild, thanks to 

democracy 

Corruption can wait, 

democracy is our 

priority 

 

Implications for fight 

against corruption 

Fighting corruption is 

urgent to save the 

economy 

Fighting corruption is 

important, as long as it 

does not harm 

democracy 

Fighting corruption 

comes second to 

protecting democracy 

 

Corruption is a disease 

The first pattern was around corruption as a particular form of problem. Parallels 

were drawn between corruption and a disease like AIDS. At this time, AIDS was an 

unknown, communicable, incurable disease and had a moral dimension, i.e., people 

with AIDS were associated with almost incomprehensible lifestyles: free sex and drug 

abuse. Both ran counter to the values of the Indonesian society which was considered 

religious. As an illustrative example, in an article titled “Corruption is deadly”: 

Corruption is a social disease no less dreadful than AIDS. And it has reached alarming 

proportions in many developing countries. (The Jakarta Post, 7 December 1994) 
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Table 4.3. Selected major corruption scandals 

Year Major scandals Description 

   

 1994 Eddy Tansil scandal Businessman Eddy was charged with forgery and fraud involving 

16 loans from the Government-run development bank, known as 

Bapindo, that were to be used for construction of petrochemical 

plants 

2001 BULOG & Akbar 

Tanjung scandal 

Akbar, a well-known politician, was accused of misusing USS 4.4 

million of state funds intended for the poor as part of the 

government-sponsored social safety network (JPS) program 

2005 Election 

Commission (KPU) 

Scandal 

Several Commission officials were accused of receiving bribes from 

companies procuring election logistics 

2007 Sisminbakum 

scandal 

Former justice and human rights minister Yusril Ihza Mahendra was 

involved in a graft case related to the procurement of an Automatic 

Fingerprint Identification System costing Rp 6 billion in state losses 

2008 Businesswoman 

Artalyta scandal, 

BLBI case 

Businesswoman Artalyta Surrani was found guilty of paying a 

prosecutor $US660,000 ($690,000) to drop an investigation into the 

misuse of central bank funds 

2009 Century Bank 

Scandal 

Various high profile figures including former Vice President 

Boediono were scrutinised for their alleged roles in the 

mismanagement of the short-term liquidity support (FPJP) 

amounting to Rp 6.76 trillion (US$582 million) for Bank Century 

2010 Gayus scandal Taxman GayusTambunan was found guilty of accepting bribes from 

several companies to reduce their tax payments. He was also 

accused of money laundering and bribing a warden a detention 

centre. 

2011 Hambalang scandal A major graft scandal involving the construction of the Hambalang 

sports stadium in Bogor. The case revolves around a project for 

which Rp 1.52 trillion of state funds was allocated through the 

Sports Ministry. Many politicians, including the President's son, 

were allegedly involved 

2012 Beef import scandal, 

Miranda traveller's 

cheque scandal 

The Miranda scandal revolves around dozens of legislators who 

received bribes in connection with Miranda Goeltom's 2004 

election as Bank Indonesia's senior deputy governor 

2013 Driving simulator 

scandal, Rudi 

scandal 

This scandal revolves around the procurement of driving simulator 

facilities which a company bribed high ranking official to win the 

tender which was believed to have caused financial losses of Rp 

100 billion (US$10 million) to the state. Rudi Rubiandini, then the 

head of oil-and-gas regulator, was found guilty of accepting bribes 

totalling US$ 2.6 million from energy companies and his colleagues 

2014 Akil scandal, Hadi 

scandal 

Constitutional court judge was accused of taking kickbacks to rig 

the outcome of 11 disputed regional elections. Hadi Poernomo, the 

audit agency chief, became a suspect in a US$32-million graft case 

which he allegedly accepted while serving as director general of 

taxation in 2002-2004 in exchange for tax exemptions granted to 

Indonesia's biggest private bank 
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At this time, using the metaphor of AIDS to construct corruption was to suggest 

that it is very dangerous and there is no cure for it. In conjunction, this appeared with 

other health-related references to ‘bacteria’. Together they implied that corruption is 

highly contagious, actively spreading from one person to another. The only action that 

can be done is to contain it in some way, as the following demonstrated: 

The reform's main aim cannot possibly be cleansing the air from KKN bacteria until no 

single species is left, but keeping it to a socially acceptable minimum. It should not be 

at the expense of the common people. To a certain degree, in one way or another, in 

glaring fashion or merely spiritually, perhaps nobody is exempt from corruption. (The 

Jakarta Post, 9 July 1998) 

The use of the AIDS metaphor also conveyed that corruption was to be found in every 

person, albeit at different levels and in different forms, i.e., some people were corrupt as 

defined by their actions, some others were corrupt because of the way they think. 

Corruption costs money 

The second important pattern that I found portrayed corruption as an obstacle to 

achieve economic progress. One of the reasons was because corruption creates a ‘high 

cost economy’. The excerpt below, for example, argued that Indonesia suffers from a 

‘high cost economy’ because the corrupt bureaucrats whose pay did not meet living 

standards ask for bribes in exchange for their services. It then critiqued the people 

working in government as not doing their job well and failing to improve the overall 

bureaucracy: 

Everybody knows corruption is the main cause of a high cost economy and that it 

especially originates from the state apparatus. Yet people in government, while highly 

educated and well experienced, do not work hard enough to curb corruption. There is 

also no clear strategy on how to improve the bureaucracy, particularly with regard to its 

low salary compared to present living standards… 

The situation in Indonesia today is still far from satisfactory as a heritage of the colonial 

past. (The Jakarta Post, 18 April 1996) 

The second paragraph above showed that corruption was also linked to 

Indonesia’s past as a Dutch colony. It was argued that during the Dutch occupation 

Indonesians learned that the people must serve their government officials because they 
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are considered their ‘masters’ and this results in corruption, as the article below 

suggested: 

The historical background of Indonesian bureaucracy is an important aspect in 

understanding its function. Its history dates back to the Dutch colonial period. Under 

Dutch rule, civil servants were conditioned to be loyal to their colonial masters. As 

such, they became instruments to be used at the disposal of their colonial masters. But 

being a civil servant could improve their social standing, characterised by a social and 

cultural distance in the sense that the former did not think that they had to serve the 

people. It was the people who were supposed to serve the government officials. When 

Indonesia gained its independence in 1945, the basic government bureaucracy structures 

did not change significantly. (The Jakarta Post, 2 July 1997) 

Furthermore, corruption occured because Indonesian bureaucrats could not 

distinguish between government, administrative and political matters, something that 

the Dutch had left behind as part of their colonial legacy. The article drew on an 

assumed understanding of the colonial past in which corruption was being attributed to 

the systems left behind by the Dutch. At the same time, it also suggested a lack of any 

sense of agency that comes from having been dependent on a colonial power. As the 

article continued: 

The second aspect of Indonesian government bureaucracy which is believed to be a 

colonial legacy is a typical bureaucratic attitude of making no separation between 

government, administrative and political matters. This tradition has led to a political 

arrangement by which civil servants are obliged to give their political support to the 

dominant Golkar. (The Jakarta Post, 2 July 1997) 

Articles also argued that corruption costs money because the corrupt 

bureaucracy produced bad policies, undermined the rule of law and discouraged foreign 

investments. As the following described: 

Economist Kwik Kian Gie, who heads the party's research and development agency, 

singles out corruption within the bureaucracy as a major obstacle to a healthy and 

conducive climate which Indonesia needs to establish to reap the benefits of free 

trade… 

Kwik pointed out that corruption and collusion combined make the worst possible 

economic policies which often tolerate monopolistic business practices. "Some policies 
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were clearly not issued in the interest of the public and reflect the result of strong 

business lobbying." (The Jakarta Post, 9 November 1994) 

The negative economic effects of corruption were consistently portrayed as 

highly problematic – Indonesia was one of the countries hit hardest during the 1997 

Asian Financial Crisis, which led to negative growth and rising unemployment (World 

Bank 1997). In referring to the crisis, the articles construed that eradicating corruption 

was essential to help Indonesia recover: 

The eradication of corruption, therefore, is very important for Indonesia to help 

accelerate the recovery of its economy from the current crisis. (The Jakarta Post, 3 

December 1997) 

In addition to corruption costing money, corruption also costs Indonesia its reputation 

and respect from other nations. Here, I identified patterns emerging from a number of 

articles arguing that Indonesia would not be a respected nation and would instead 

become a ‘coolie’ for others. This suggests a sense of fear of repeating being dependent, 

relative to other nations, as the article went on: 

Indonesia must improve its economic climate in order to be able to compete with the 

other countries under an APEC free trade agreement, said Kwik, whose criticisms and 

controversial remarks on the country's economy in the past often earned the rebuke of 

the government. … 

He said Indonesia's major export commodities include textile, garments, shoes, and 

wood products, all of which contain very little added value.  

"Indonesia would become a tailor and an assembler," he said. "A free trade (within 

APEC) could mean suppressing workers’ wages further."  

Kwik said Indonesia should not avoid the move to establish free trade within APEC. 

"We have no choice but to join. If we want to be a respected nation and do not want to 

become a coolie for other nations, we have to change directions and work hard." (The 

Jakarta Post, 9 November 1994) 

The term ‘coolie’ is a derogatory term often used in an Indonesian context to refer to 

uneducated labourers hired to mobilise heavy items. Many coolies work shirtless and 

bare-foot. Clearly, to be some country’s coolie is as highly undesirable as it is 
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degrading. When Indonesia becomes a coolie for other nations, it is placed in a weaker 

position compared to others.  

Articles also conveyed that Indonesia was less successful in combating 

corruption compared to its neighbour, Malaysia. Malaysia and Indonesia have a shared 

history and culture therefore it makes sense to compare Indonesia with Malaysia and to 

suggest that we can do the same as our next door neighbour can because we are no 

different. However, the article below also referred to Malaysia to imply criticism of the 

Soeharto regime – which was described as lacking the kind of sincere intentions evinced 

by political leaders intent on acting in the public interest and encouraging public 

participation. It went on to say that corruption in Indonesia is harder to fight partly 

because its people see corruption as part of the culture and, as a result, its leaders do not 

take corruption seriously. These failings are exacerbated by an absence of genuine 

democracy. It is interesting to note that corruption in Malaysia was considered more 

covert, as a result of democracy. At the same time, the article also continued to use 

health metaphors such as ‘squeaky clean’ and ‘virus’. 

Malaysia is not necessarily squeaky clean as far as malfeasance goes, but its campaign 

for honest government has been effective.  

What we know of the anti-graft doings in our neighboring country is the success made 

possible by the sincerity of the political leaders and the participation of the people, who 

actively enforce their right to demand honesty and ethics of the civil service. The 

leaders there believe that corruption is not only an immoral breach of the people's faith, 

but also a dangerous destabilising factor in relation to both the nation's political system 

and economy. Unlike the people of some developing countries, Malaysians do not 

believe that corruption is a part of the national culture, but rather see it as a moral 

Human Immunodeficiency Virus.  

No Malaysian official would dare to flaunt the fruit of corrupt behavior like bureaucrats 

in some other countries do. In Malaysia, as in other countries where anti-graft 

campaigns are supported by open, democratic systems, corruptors hide their behavior as 

long as they can. (The Jakarta Post, 7 December 1994) 

Corruption needs a cure: democracy 

In a third pattern, news media drew attention to the promise of democracy as the 

cure to corruption. My analysis suggests that the articles constructed the following: (1) 

democracy brings more powerful media which can expose corruption cases in an 
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objective manner, and (2) democracy produces more accountable leaders and cleaner 

bureaucracy. The relationship between democracy and media power was represented in 

several articles which portrayed the promise of a more open and free press once 

democracy is put in place. More specifically, the media was constructing a role for itself 

in establishing democracy where it saw itself almost as a key requirement in 

establishing a more democratic Indonesia. As an opening paragraph provided: 

A democratic political system, including the presence of a free press, could eliminate 

corruption which is rampant in the Indonesian bureaucracy, sociologist Loekman 

Soetrisno said yesterday. (The Jakarta Post, 9 January 1996) 

Furthermore, installing a more democratic political system was shown in the articles as 

the only alternative to solve the problem of corruption because other methods have 

failed. Articles argued that a free press could solve corruption because in Indonesia 

people have a high regard for the importance of saving ‘face’. Shaming a person was 

thus seen as more effective and achievable than legal sanctions. The article went on: 

Given that all other methods of eliminating corruption have failed, the only recourse 

available now in fact is a more democratic political system and a free press, he said. …  

He said the mass media could make the biggest contribution because corrupt officials 

would think twice before "robbing" their own country if they knew that they risked 

public exposure. (The Jakarta Post, 9 January 1996) 

Moreover, the following excerpt compared Indonesia with Western democracies 

where a free press flourished as it could function effectively to control government 

misconduct. The press even held a more important role in the absence of effective 

parliaments and political parties (such as in Indonesia); it put pressures on government 

officials. In other words, the press took over what should be the task of parliaments and 

political parties to get the government to do its job.  

Last but not least is the constructive role of the press in social control. In western 

democracies, the free press can function effectively in preventing irregularities and 

infractions conducted by government officials. But in a situation where formal political 

institutions such as parliament and political parties cannot function effectively, 

members of society would rely on the press to impose pressure on government officials 

so they might think twice before they commit illegal acts such as corruption. (The 
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Jakarta Post, 2 July 1997) 

In addition, coverage of an incident where a reporter was assassinated and a press 

headquarters was attacked was used to suggest corruption endangers the ability of the press 

to play its role in supporting democracy. 

The military said yesterday a traffic accident was the cause of the recent death of 

journalist Muhammad Sayuti Haji Buchori, better known as Sanrego.  

Wirabuana regional military commander Maj. Gen. Agum Gumelar said Sayuti's death 

“had nothing to do” with his investigative reporting on corruption in Luwu subdistrict, 

details of which was published in the latest edition of the Pos Makassar weekly. (The 

Jakarta Post, 19 June 1997) 

Such articles regarded the press as the oppressed hero, while the ruling government 

was portrayed as the villain. Abdurrahman, the then President, was described as a powerful 

person who can easily retaliate by sending troops to whoever attacked him: 

President Abdurrahman Wahid blasted on Monday the Jawa Pos daily for erroneously 

reporting alleged corruption by Nahdlatul Ulama (NU) and charged that it was part of 

an attempt to topple his government.  

“I know that this is part of a conspiracy to topple and discredit the government before 

(the General Session of the People's Consultative Assembly) in August ... and 

unfortunately Jawa Pos has been going along with it,” Abdurrahman said during a 

media briefing at Bina Graha presidential office on Monday night.  

He said the reports were “unacceptable” and admitted that he had “phoned friends” on 

Saturday calling on them to stop NU civilian Banser guards from “going too far” in 

their protest against the newspaper. (The Jakarta Post, 9 May 2000) 

Moreover, in the article titled “Time to remember journalists”, the media again 

constructed an important pivotal role for itself. The article first discussed how stories on 

corruption were regarded as quality journalistic reporting and later questioned if 

Indonesia could provide similar appreciation for journalistic work. Later it argued that 

the state’s power constricted journalists’ freedom to work: 
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This year The New York Times won three Pulitzer prizes for stories on corruption in 

Mexico, special coverage of the US Supreme Court and for critical commentary on 

police brutality in New York (Kompas, April 16). …  

Or, perhaps, the present situation shows that a pride-inspiring journalistic tradition has 

yet to be established in Indonesia because journalism is always under external pressure, 

exerted by the power of the state, and the power of capital, which invisibly curtails 

journalists' freedom to work. (The Jakarta Post, 22 April 1998) 

The relationship between democracy, more accountable leaders and cleaner 

bureaucracy is slightly more complicated. At this time, media suggested rampant 

collusion between officials and politicians in order to hide their corrupt practices. In 

order to solve this, the articles argued that democracy, in the form of a new electoral 

system, would result in better leaders who, in turn, would ‘fix’ the system, thereby 

revitalising the nation.  

In an interview with Teten Masduki, a well-known anti-corruption activist, for 

example, the article shifted from constructing corruption as House members not acting 

responsibly as mandated, to corruption as a problem rooted in the electoral system. In 

the first few paragraphs Teteng described: 

We can see what is happening at the House. When people expect to see the eradication 

of corruption, the House only inquires about limited cases, which are related to attempts 

to topple Abdurrahman. We need to see more significant cases disclosed by the House. 

… 

We need to see more wide-ranging repairs done in the system of democracy and civil 

society. The government has to repair the legal aspect, simplify and cleanse bureaucracy 

and create a transparent political mechanism. (The Jakarta Post, 30 December 2000) 

Later in the interview, he asserted: 

If we had a district electoral system, or a direct presidential election, we would have 

very different leaders. … 

We won't be able to move to a better situation without a dramatic change, particularly in 

changing the electoral system. That’s all. If we adopt a district electoral system and 

direct voting, we'll be able to start a new life. (The Jakarta Post, 30 December 2000) 
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The shift from locating the problem of corruption in the performance of individuals to 

arguing for a change in the political system suggests a belief that a different, more 

democratic electoral system will give Indonesia a new life, a better future. Also 

noteworthy in the quote above, the act of fighting corruption through democracy is 

described as ‘repairing’, and at the same time health-related metaphor such as ‘cleanse’ 

the bureaucracy continues to be used. 

Other key actors 

Apart from constructing democracy as a cure, articles within this period also 

produced portrayals of important actors who are considered as ‘heroes’ which I will 

now discuss. Initially, articles portrayed political figures deemed to be pro-reform as the 

main crusaders for eradicating corruption, accompanied by ‘white’ lawyers and 

academics. The newspaper used a number of quotes from this group of people. With 

regards to foreign experts or aides, news media constructed them relatively positively, 

as a source of help in solving the problem of corruption, as they were able to ‘clean up’ 

Indonesia: 

The World Bank has set up two teams of experts consisting of its own staff and 

independent consultants to clean up corruption in Indonesia, especially that involving 

the bank's funds.  

World Bank country director for Indonesia Dennis de Tray said on Tuesday the teams 

were scheduled to come here this week and next week to help the Indonesian 

government shape new strategies to reduce corruption. (The Jakarta Post, 16 September 

1998) 

With the burden of a depreciating currency at this time, Indonesia was portrayed 

as the ‘sick man’ with foreign aid organisations which included the IMF and the 

Singaporean government as the ’doctor’. Moreover, Indonesia was presented as the 

recalcitrant ‘patient’ who needed to obey his ‘doctor’ because ‘doctor knows best’. 

Irrespective of whether or not the IMF and the Singapore government accept this bail-

out policy, many are wondering about the direction of the government's policy on 

economic recovery. Just like in the case of a sick person, the problem is whether or not 

the “sick man” will listen to his doctor's advice and is willing to swallow the bitter pill 

he is prescribed. (The Jakarta Post, 3 December 1997) 
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The role of local non-government organisations such as the ICW (Indonesian 

Corruption Watch) and MTI (Indonesia Transparency Society) also began to be more 

apparent in media articles as a source of help for the government, which was faced with 

not only the problem of corruption but the problem of credibility or gaining the public 

trust at this time. 

For the sake of not only recovering any public money that may have been lost through 

such practices, but also to bolster the prestige and authority of the current regime, the 

government would be well advised to accept all the assistance that such watchdog 

institutions like the ICW (Indonesian Corruption Watch) and MTI (Indonesia 

Transparency Society) will no doubt be most happy to provide. The most important 

factor to guarantee that the investigations stand a chance of success, however, remains 

that the government summons the necessary political will to carry through its efforts. 

(The Jakarta Post, 24 October 1998) 

In this first episode, I have shown how the media constructed corruption as a 

disease, it costs money and it needs a cure which is democracy. More specifically, the 

media was arguing how changes in press freedom and electoral system could facilitate 

the process. Health-related metaphors were used in referring to corruption as an ‘acute 

illness’, Indonesian bureaucracy needs ‘cleansing’, it is the ‘sick man’ for if it wants to 

become strong and ‘healthy’ it must take the ‘bitter pills’ prescribed by external experts 

who are portrayed as the ‘doctors’. I have also discussed the construction of the ‘heroic’ 

press, the ‘corrupt’ and ‘oppressive’ government, and finally, the construction of foreign 

aid as well as non-government organisations as the ‘help’. Next, I move to the second 

period in which articles suggested a dramatic change in the way democracy was 

perceived in relation to corruption. 

Episode 2: Corruption has gone wild, thanks to democracy 

Soon after the fall of Soeharto, Indonesia entered the reform era marked with 

various changes in the political system. The press was among the first to enjoy freedom 

with the enactment of Regulations number 40/1999 which denied the government the 

power to license, regulate, censor or ban the press. From 1999 to 2002, the Indonesian 

constitution underwent four amendments. In 2004, the people celebrated democracy as 

they were able to directly elect not only their president but also the members of the 

legislative bodies. During this period – which spans approximately 2000-2012, media 

articles constructed a new meaning for corruption, i.e., ‘corruption has gone wild thanks 
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to democracy’. More specifically, in this period I will examine how the meanings of 

corruption were constructed around these major themes: ‘corruption: feast of 

democracy?’, ‘corruption is a plague’, and ‘democracy: the cure is worse than the 

disease’. 

Corruption: feast of democracy? 

I observed the emergence of patterns in how media articles constructed 

corruption since the beginning of 2000 and around the time the 2004 campaign, when 

an election funding scandal broke in the media. The scandal revolved around the 

procurement of election logistics, where several prominent figures in the election 

commission (KPU) allegedly received bribes from procuring companies. The case drew 

much public attention because it involved social activists and university professors who 

were regarded as honest and corruption-free individuals (see KPU scandal in Table 4.3).  

Around this time, articles began to appear which questioned whether corruption was not 

solved but actually facilitated by democracy. They satirically argued that the public 

only saw the payment of kickbacks to the commission’s chairman as negative side-

effects of democracy e.g., a ‘blessing in disguise’ which can be pardoned as it was 

considered ‘minor’. 

By international standards this story would be scandalous, but for Indonesia corruption 

has become a “blessing in disguise” in practicing democracy. …  

However, not long after the elections, the Anti-Corruption Court sentenced the 

chairman of the General Elections Commission, Nazaruddin Sjamsuddin to seven years 

in prison for receiving kickbacks. Other members, Mulyana W Kusumah and Daan 

Dimara, also went to jail for corruption. Many people believed that the crimes they 

committed were only a minor side effect of the “feast of democracy”. (“Dirty money 

and democracy”, The Jakarta Post, 22 May 2007) 

It also used the ‘euphoria of democracy’ to cynically critique the poll body for not 

properly registering financial reports of candidates and political parties as mandated by 

the law. The poll body was already deemed as corrupt because of the KPU scandal. 

The nation was in such a euphoria of democracy that it excused political parties and 

presidential candidates from their obligation to submit financial reports, as required by 

the laws on political parties and on elections. The corruption did not stop with the poll 

body. Former maritime and fisheries minister Rokhmin Dahuri, testifying in his graft 
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trial, gave the Anti-Corruption Court a long list of top politicians and political parties 

that he said illegally received money from him. (The Jakarta Post 22 May 2007) 

Framing democracy as a euphoria, the article described the much celebrated democracy 

as the ‘big party’, and the corruption that came with it was the ‘morning after’ – the 

price that had to be paid.  

As texts linked corruption to the newly emerging democracy, they also started to 

acknowledge that Indonesians are new to it – and need time to learn how it works.  

More importantly, media texts conveyed contradictory ideas about Indonesia’s shift 

towards democracy: instead of proclaiming it as a self-made choice, democracy was 

something that (1) was thrust upon the nation, or (2) it came unplanned, mostly due to 

the economic crisis. This suggests a distinct ambivalence in questioning whether 

democracy was ever ‘our’ own decision, or if it was imposed on ‘us’ instead.  

Embracing democracy that was ‘forced upon us’ was made harder because of the 

battle between ‘some good people’ and the ‘bad people’, referring to the House 

members with their new-found power. Democracy brings about an unintended 

consequence of ushering in the emergence of politicians whose power was restored by 

democracy yet were trying to fight the anti-corruption movement. Since the resignation 

of Soeharto and through several amendments of the Indonesian constitution, politicians 

enjoyed a significant change in relation to their capacity to exercise power in political 

processes and government related affairs. As major scandals involving politicians broke, 

articles increasingly argued that a large proportion of the politicians took advantage of 

the new-found power and shamelessly tried to push back the anti-corruption movement 

in order to protect their questionable practices. As this quote described: 

Everyone is learning about this democracy that we have had thrust upon us, after 

decades of not needing to think for ourselves. We know now that things don't turn out 

right overnight, and that among us we do have some good people doing their part in 

what needs to be done. House members are expected to learn such wisdom, instead of 

simply hounding-down the anti-corruption body which continues to reveal more of the 

rot among their own, past and present. (The Jakarta Post, 22 March 2010) 

In the quotes that follow, democracy was portrayed as unplanned, because Indonesia 

was led to democracy as a consequence of the 1997 economic crisis. Economic 

indicators were cited to argue that there was an improvement in the country’s economy, 

although it still performed below the desired level. This suggests that democracy is a 
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‘win’ for Indonesia despite a sense it did not freely choose its ‘democratic’ transition. 

Democracy was ‘born’ not ‘achieved’ – it is a natural event, as in the case of a crisis – 

that can happen with or without the practice of agency.  

World Bank statistics show that at the birth of Indonesia's democracy in 2000, 

Indonesia's GNI PPP was $2,240, which increased to $3,830 in 2008, which is still well 

below Boediono's claimed survival level. Thus, Indonesia's democracy is at risk. Its 

democracy was born because of an economic crisis. … (The Jakarta Post, 8 April 2010) 

The article continued and suggested that despite the sense of unpreparedness, all the 

changes that were happening above were described relatively positively. Moving away 

from the fear of becoming a ‘coolie’ for other nations, Indonesia had ‘gained’ a new 

status as a member of the ‘democratic world’, a constructed transnational space where 

‘superior’ countries belong.  

Indonesia's democracy was unplanned. Indonesia suddenly entered into the democratic 

world with true freedom of the press, multi-party politics, transparency, proper 

decentralisation, participatory development planning and a significant reform policy 

that covered all aspects of governance, including legal and bureaucratic systems. (The 

Jakarta Post, 8 April 2010) 

The facilitation of corruption by democracy was further vividly described to suggest 

how corruption’s reach had been broadened, because of the democratic initiative of 

decentralisation. As the quote below put it: 

At first, regional autonomy was seen as a means to decentralise bribery. Corruption 

moved vertically from the central government to local governments and shifted 

horizontally once many agents had become involved. This is called the phenomenon of 

"overgrazing the commons" (Treisman, 2000). (The Jakarta Post, 8 April 2010) 

Corruption is a plague 

The third theme I identified in this period was around corruption as a plague. 

During this time, corruption was metaphorically described as a widely infectious 

disease, capable of spreading without limit and infecting anyone, especially if the 

person was unable to guard him/herself against the corrupt system. This is a significant 

departure from constructing corruption as AIDS in the previous episode which I will 

now explain. 
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With the metaphor of ‘plague’, corrupt people were constructed as the ‘victim’: 

corruption was external to them and they were attacked by it. The sense of individuals’ 

vulnerability and the arbitrary way it can strike becomes more apparent. The case of 

Mulyana, convicted in the KPU scandal for example, serves to illustrate that even a 

seasoned activist, may be unable to resist a corrupt system likened to a virulent disease 

or infection:  

It is very sad that an NGO activist like Mulyana would be involved in such a case, a 

practice that has been long criticised by many NGO activists. If Mulyana is found guilty 

of attempting to bribe the auditor, it would be an embarrassment to NGOs and would 

indicate that “money can buy anything” including the convictions of a seasoned 

activist…  

Mulyana's case also shows that NGO activists are not immune to corruption, and it 

takes a lot of determination and courage for an NGO worker to remain clean in many 

public institutions, just as it does a public official….  

NGO activists face bigger challenges when they enter a corrupt system. They alone 

cannot fight a corrupt system, but they can at least show us that they live properly and 

according to what they struggle for. (The Jakarta Post, 10 May 2005) 

The shift to the metaphor of a plague suggests something had changed in the 

way corruption is understood. Both the AIDS and plague metaphors signify serious 

consequences, but in the case of a plague, the virus is perceived to spread in a more 

rapid manner so is more pervasive. Indonesians were also more familiar with plagues 

than with AIDS. Known types such as tuberculosis, typhoid and dengue fever are 

endemic suggesting that a plague is more common and less threatening compared to 

HIV infection which is incurable. AIDS was considered more contained because it was 

thought that only a limited number of people with a certain lifestyle could catch it. The 

articles not only portrayed a society where there was less moral judgment of the victims, 

they also signified a growing perception that corruption belongs to the ‘common 

people’. The shift from AIDS to a plague may also suggest a construction of corruption 

as victimising people: people suffer from it due to factors beyond their control, rather 

than the dominant understanding of AIDS at that time in Indonesia that it is a result of 

people’s choice of particular lifestyles.  
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Aside from the shifts in the perceived threat of corruption, through the use of 

health metaphors, the media argued that the Indonesian economy will improve and that 

eradicating corruption will help to accelerate recovery. In the first episode, Indonesia 

was previously metaphorically described as a sick person, and all it needed to do was to 

follow doctor’s advice, including doing things that would otherwise be uncomfortable. 

Here, the metaphor continues with Indonesia portrayed as a patient with heart problems, 

already on its way to doing the things deemed necessary to restoring health. Referring to 

the health metaphor of ‘sick man’ in episode 1, rather than resisting ‘doctor’’s advice, 

Indonesia is on its way to getting better because it has swallowed the ‘bitter pill’ of 

corruption reform. In an interview with World Bank’s corruption expert Robert 

Klitgaard: 

Question : How do you view corruption in Indonesia?  

Answer : Looking at the anticorruption policies, statements and strategies here, I think 

they are world class so far. If you are facing systemic corruption then you need to take 

certain steps. There is an analogy. Suppose I’m a famous heart surgeon and you come to 

me and you say how’s my heart compared to this other person's heart? Who cares? 

What can I do about your heart? So you shouldn’t be so worried about how Indonesia 

compares to other countries in terms of how bad its heart is. We should be looking at 

how we’re doing the right things to make your heart healthy. And so far the steps I see 

are remarkably good. I'm the most optimistic about Indonesia I have been since 1978 

when I came here for the first time. (The Jakarta Post, 5 August 2006)  

Accompanying articles which still suggested that corruption undermined 

Indonesia’s position relative to other countries, and that corruption caused loss to the 

state, some texts displayed a positive tone in arguing that the corruption-ridden 

democracy will not stop Indonesia from rising. For example, the one below refers to 

Indonesia as a ‘Black Swan’:  

Nassim Nicholas Taleb published a book recently called The Black Swan. This New 

York Times bestseller by the prominent literary essayist explores the emergence of 

highly improbable world events. He calls them black swans. 

Astonishing success of Google, Sept. 11 and the recent stock market crashes are all 

black swans. Consider another, or one that has the potential to be one: Indonesia. (The 

Jakarta Post, 12 January 2009) 
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The metaphor of ‘Black Swan’ was used to depict Indonesia’s status as an 

anomaly or an unpredictable country, i.e., despite its dark or troublesome past, it was 

projected to change dramatically. Furthermore, the positive tone continued below and 

showed the optimism that Indonesia has changed, it will no longer be an underdog, it 

will ‘ride the storm’ despite many imperfections in its democracy and a continuing 

‘blind eye’ being turned to endemic corruption.  

The violence of 1998 and the turmoil of the post-Soeharto era has been etched indelibly 

into the memory of the world. For many, the odds of Indonesia's blood-checkered past 

recurring are large. 

But the reality is the country has changed. Today, Indonesia enjoys relative peace and 

economic development, and is increasingly being compared to middle-income 

developing nations like Brazil, India and Mexico…. (The Jakarta Post, 12 January 

2009) 

Indonesia broke all the stereotypes with its ‘troubled’ reputation and was even 

described as moderately independent, relative to other ASEAN countries. An important 

turn of argument emerged as the article suggested that Indonesia was surprisingly 

competitive economically, despite being considered as highly corrupt: 

And Indonesia is the only country in the region that has bucked the trend of a 

democracy in trouble. That is combined with what are regarded as a free press and 

impartial courts, crucial to any vigorous democracy… 

As the world heads into a deep economic winter, Indonesia appears to be riding out the 

storm. Certainly the slump in the stock market and the pronounced weakness of the 

rupiah shows Indonesia is not immune. But for so long an underrated economy, it seems 

far more resilient than other ASEAN countries. One reason is that it relies less on 

exports, which contribute just 12 percent to the country's GDP. (The Jakarta Post, 12 

January 2009) 

Corruption: the cure is worse than the disease 

Approaching the end of this episode, after two general elections, democracy was 

no longer discussed in the articles as the cure for corruption. On the contrary, it would 

create even more corruption and more insidious forms of corruption that were harder to 

contain and to fight. Instead of corrupt individuals, corruptors were now ‘roving 
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bandits’ working in tandem and in groups, plotting their corrupt dealings more 

aggressively, and becoming more and more difficult to tear apart.  

The reason was that the political transformation from authoritarianism to democracy in 

these countries only changed the type of corruption, or in Olson terms, a change from a 

"stationary bandit" to a "roving bandit". 

Democracy encourages rent seeking behavior among businesspeople and politicians. 

Politicians need money to win elections, and businessmen provide the money to the 

politicians. (The Jakarta Post, 17 January 2012) 

Other key actors 

In terms of the construction of other main actors, in this second episode some 

media texts continued to construct the press as heroes in the fight against corruption:  

The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) has 

condemned the murder of an East Java journalist who frequently exposed corruption 

involving local government officials.  

Freelance reporter Herliyanto was found dead late last month in a forest near 

Probolinggo in East Java with stab wounds to his body. Police believe he was murdered 

at the scene. (The Jakarta Post, 24 May 2006) 

However, some texts also started to suggest that the press might also be part of the 

corrupt system. In the following quote, the article starts by saying how important the 

free press is to democracy i.e., ‘the fourth pillar of democracy’. Then it goes on to 

question whether this is the case. In fact, the decentralisation of power following the 

arrival of democracy may provide journalists – already part of a corrupt system – with 

more scope for corruption. The local press in particular, may be a pillar of corruption, 

rather than of democracy: 

Independent and free media play a significant role in creating and maintaining a 

democracy. It is not exaggerating to state that the media is the fourth pillar of 

democracy.  

Quoting UNESCO director-general Koichiro Matsuura, without freedom of expression 

and media freedom, “democracy cannot prevail and development remains unattainable” 

…  
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But what about the role of media during a period of decentralisation? People often 

incorrectly assume that the numerical growth of media automatically creates 

independent and free institutions; that a flourishing media facilitates democracy. 

However, the experience of the regions reveals the local media is failing to play such a 

role.  

One communications official once asked me to be careful when training local 

journalists to analyse council budgets. He worried that certain reporters would use their 

improved skills to extort local government officials or councillors. He could only see 

them intending to take advantage of bad governance, instead of investigating it for the 

public good. His journalists didn't care about corruption, as they were already part of 

the corrupt system.  

These findings raise serious doubts that local media can function properly as the fourth 

estate. Perhaps they are pillars of corruption instead? (The Jakarta Post, 2 December 

2006) 

Media texts also started to suggest that politicians and law enforcers, such as the police 

and the Attorney General Office (AGO), are also corrupt. There were fewer quotes from 

pro-reform politicians and more portrayal of them as perpetrators of corruption. The 

problem of corruption was seen as worsening because many politicians had ‘taken up’ 

corruption since the regime changed, as the following described: 

During the Soeharto regime, according to ICW, corruption was committed by the 

Soehartos and their cronies only, while under the administration of Megawati, who took 

over the national leadership in July 2001, corruption was the domain of virtually all 

members of the political elite. (The Jakarta Post, 25 January 2003) 

In contrast, the newly established Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) was 

portrayed in the media as the answer to the ineffectiveness of existing law enforcement 

agencies. Articles discussed the recruitment of those working for and with the KPK and 

highlighted their honesty and expertise, suggesting they would work more effectively 

compared to existing agencies. The KPK rose as the new found hero, while the National 

Police and the Attorney General’s Office kept their reputation as lacking in integrity and 

professionalism. For example: 
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The establishment of the KPK, which has the power to summon anyone without prior 

approval from the President, and the ad hoc corruption court, is the country's latest 

move to reduce rampant corruption practices.  

The move is made following the failure of the National Police and the Attorney 

General's Office to prosecute high profile corruptors, most of whom have managed, 

with relative ease, to flee to other countries. (The Jakarta Post , 23 June 2004) 

In this second episode, I have shown the change in the way that corruption is 

constructed in relation to democracy: instead of being a cure, democracy creates more 

corruption and more insidious forms of corruption. Corruption in itself is, however, 

being portrayed as less threatening and more common. The health metaphors have 

changed from AIDS to plague, downplaying its seriousness but highlighting its rapid 

spread. Indonesia’s colonised past was repeatedly invoked as an explanation either for 

corruption or for the country’s inability to compete with other nations. The press is still 

regarded as heroic in performing their social control function and increasingly important 

in establishing sound democracy although there are more nuances in the way that local 

media are now being portrayed as corrupt after decentralisation. Articles suggested that 

existing law enforcers are just as corrupt as in the previous episode, and the politicians 

are joining them, and that is why Indonesia has high hopes for the success of the newly 

established anti-corruption commission, the KPK. 

Episode 3: Never mind, corruption can wait; democracy is what we want 

In this last episode, media articles from around 2013 constructed the relationship 

between corruption and democracy in a different way again. Following the trend of 

previous years, press coverage in 2013 was still dominated by corruption scandals. 

There was an intense focus on cases involving politicians and it is important to note that 

the following year, 2014, was the year of election in which Indonesia sought to elect a 

new face to become president as SBY’s regime would end. From the disillusionment 

that characterised the second episode, now the imperfections of democracy were 

recognised but its importance was reasserted: democracy must be protected, despite all 

of its imperfections. Media texts in this period particularly focused around the 

following: 1) corruption is common and systemic, 2) corruption threatens our 

democracy, and 3) move away (anti)corruption, democracy is what we want. 
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Corruption is common and systemic 

Continuing from the previous construction of nobody being immune from 

corruption, articles in this period re-emphasised the idea that corruption was less a 

characteristic of particular ‘tainted’ individuals (‘bad apples’), and more seen as a 

function of conditions: anyone could thus engage in corruption: 

Corruption can occur anywhere and involve anyone if there is the will and opportunity. 

The bribery scandals plaguing the Constitutional Court in relation to regional elections 

can be addressed through eliminating political connections, a move that sadly was 

turned down by the court itself when it revoked the government regulation in lieu of law 

on the court's reforms early this month. (The Jakarta Post, 26 February 2014) 

Corruption was a function of conditions and deeply embedded in the system. No 

longer seen as a function of individual characteristics, the articles suggested it was a 

natural reaction for corrupt people to show no fear or sense of embarrassment for being 

involved in it. If you get caught, you are just “down on your luck”. With the number of 

corruption investigations increasing, the issue became a growing matter for public 

interest and concern and there was more freedom in reporting the findings of the various 

inquiries. As a result, the articles published began to convey the view that not only were 

corruptors not afraid of prosecution; they were also not ashamed of their actions, despite 

the many crackdowns launched by the superpower KPK. Simply put, corruptors were 

‘proud villains’: 

So far, all the smiles of politicians and officials arrested by the KPK prove that in our 

battle against corruption, the corrupt are clearly not frightened at all. Nor has this battle 

instilled an awareness of the severity of the crime in our society. Instead, lagi apes (I'm 

just down on my luck) is the likely reaction of anyone busted while giving or accepting 

bribes. Meanwhile, the corruption game continues everywhere else. (The Jakarta Post , 

4 October 2013) 

The article titled “Power to Corrupt” discussed the Akil bribery case (see Table 

4.3) in which Akil – the Chief Justice – was accused of receiving bribes in relation to 

his ruling in a regional election dispute case.  

Akil’s position as the Chief Justice quickly became the focus of news 

publications nation-wide and the article below serves as an example whereby corruption 

was seen as so very powerful that the Chief Justice himself could not resist its power 
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over him: corruption overcame the symbol of justice and honesty. The Chief Justice, 

trusted with constitutional power, was unable to protect himself from corruption. The 

excerpt below asserted once again that no institutions or citizens are immune from 

corruption, it simply can happen anywhere and attack anyone. The opening paragraph 

presented: 

Nobody would challenge the classic adage “Power tends to corrupt and absolute power 

tends to corrupt absolutely”, but the experience of Indonesian democracy clearly shows 

that corruption even precedes power. (The Jakarta Post, 26 February 2014) 

Corruption was then portrayed as systemic and deeply rooted across regions as 

the investigation progressed. The ‘systemic’, ‘entrenched’, ‘widespread’ nature of 

corruption became main features of corruption accompanied by health-related 

metaphors such as ‘chronic’ and ‘clean up’. The overall narrative, however, suggested 

that the workings of corruption were more and more apparent; it was seen less and less 

as some mysterious randomly spreading disease. Simply put, we now know more about 

corruption and it was becoming a more explicable and manageable phenomenon: 

Corruption is a complex global problem that requires special approaches to address. It is 

known to have regenerative power and its schemes continuously evolve over time. (The 

Jakarta Post, 13 January 2014) 

Meanwhile corruptors were described rather dramatically and vividly as the 

excerpt below suggested: 

The bribery case involving Akil, who is now standing trial, has not only cost the court 

its public confidence but also flared up suspicions that the practice is deeply rooted and 

systemic, especially after the KPK revealed indications that 10 regional heads had won 

their posts by buying the court’s verdicts during Akil's short term … 

The Court was born to protect democracy, but the men and women behind the gun can 

divert it from the mission. (The Jakarta Post, 7 March 2014) 

In this last episode, corruption became more and more associated with 

‘institutional’ problems. It was labelled as ‘systemic’, ‘entrenched’, ‘massive’ and 

‘deeply rooted’. It does not need a ‘cure’, it needs ‘special approaches’ to address. 

Corruption also became decoupled from national economic performance. 

Statements from one of the presidential candidates concerning the economic costs of 
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corruption were rejected12, and poor economic performance became less likely to be 

blamed on corruption. 

More bad economic news has clouded the campaign for the July 9 presidential election, 

two weeks before the campaign period ends. That is not because of the shocking 

statement by presidential candidate Prabowo Subianto last Sunday that the state had lost 

Rp 7.2 quadrillion due to corruption and inefficiency. Almost all analysts, ministers and 

former ministers immediately rejected Prabowo's figures as simply groundless, 

irrational and completely wrong even though he claimed that the number originated 

from an official statement by Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) chairman 

Abraham Samad. (The Jakarta Post, 22 June 2014) 

The article continued by discussing poor economic performances with the 

absence of any reference to indication of corruption among decision makers. It then 

suggested that economic problems could be solved by the incoming President by means 

of choosing the best policy option, not by eradicating corruption. 

But then again, even though the alleged state losses were not as huge as Prabowo 

asserted in his campaign rhetoric, many things seemed to worsen in the economic 

sector, especially in the monetary and fiscal outlook. … 

Even though the latest private sector debt position is not yet dangerous, BI will soon 

issue new regulations to check foreign borrowing by the private sector. According to the 

central bank, non-bank companies accounted for 82 percent of the total private sector’s 

foreign debts. National enterprises accounted for $38.05 billion and Indonesia-foreign 

joint ventures for $42.76 billion…  

Finance Minister Chatib Basri therefore warned that whoever won the upcoming 

presidential election would not have many policy options, unless he slashed energy 

subsidies. (The Jakarta Post, 22 June 2014) 

Corruption threatens our democracy 

The second pattern that I found in this episode demonstrated a shift in the 

argument when media texts began to portray corruption as a problem for democracy, 

which had become the nation’s priority. The quote below described how winning 

                                                        
12 Although this may also be reflective of the newspaper’s stance in the election. Later on the newspaper 

published an editorial expressing public support to Prabowo’s rival – Jokowi. 
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Olympic medals rescued Indonesia from its tarnished reputation as a corrupt country, in 

amidst of a struggle to consolidate its democracy: 

Their achievements indeed keep Indonesia on the map of global competition. The 

country badly needs such international recognition, which helps us hold our heads high 

in the face of national woes, such as entrenched corruption that has eaten away state 

funds for fighting poverty, political noise that slows the consolidation of democracy and 

a Kafkaesque bureaucracy that discourages business and investment. (The Jakarta Post, 

19 November 2013) 

Indonesia still faces the same problems of gaining respect from other countries, 

abolishing corruption and reforming the bureaucracy, but articles also suggested that 

‘we’ are proud of ‘our’ democracy. Although some said it had facilitated corruption to 

some extent, democracy was seen as an important achievement in and of itself: 

One of the most important developments in Indonesian democracy has been that of 

direct election, although many have criticised its negative results, including corruption, 

poor leadership, high cost, violent disputes and abuse of regional budgets for campaign 

funds. (The Jakarta Post, 10 December 2013) 

Articles moved away from suggesting that democracy was the culprit behind corruption 

despite the arrest of several prominent political figures such as party leaders Anas and 

Luthfi, as well as the Chief Justice and the Head of Supreme Audit Agency. Democracy 

was once again depicted with optimism and corruption constructed as a threat to 

democracy. As demonstrated in the editorial piece titled “Shameless Akil”, the 

newspaper presented the view that corruption has undermined the democracy everybody 

wanted, with the opening paragraph stating: 

In his rebuttal last week, former Constitutional Court chief justice and then graft suspect 

Akil Mochtar not only pleaded not guilty, but accused the Corruption Eradication 

Commission (KPK) of plotting his prosecution and assassinating his character via a 

public opinion campaign that labeled him as a big-time criminal responsible for 

undermining the country's democracy. (The Jakarta Post, 1 July 2014) 

The article further strengthened this argument by referring to Akil’s verdict, which was 

considered corrupt, as jeopardising Indonesia’s democracy. Akil’s corruption verdict 

seemed to be considered the greater of the crimes: 
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This is not only about the bribes he accepted that cost the court its reputation and 

undermined public trust in the country's legal system. His actions also jeopardised the 

future of this country's democracy. In the Akil case, the bribe-tainted verdicts of the 

court, not the popular vote, decided the outcome of elections. (The Jakarta Post, 1 July 

2014) 

Move away (anti)corruption, democracy is what we want 

 I have shown previously in this last episode that articles initially suggested that 

corruption is a problem for democracy and that we must dismantle corruption in order to 

keep our democracy intact. The aspiration to protect democracy, however, did not 

always form part of a consistent argument.  

 Just before the 2014 election, articles suggested that we should leave corruption 

alone, for the survival of ‘our nascent democracy’. In the article titled “Democracy on 

the Cheap”, for example, the newspaper argued that we could not cope with the 

consequences of revealing massive corruption because the parties would be unable to 

participate in the election as they were forced to shut down. In this sense, corruption 

was probably better left alone for the sake of sustaining democracy. 

The consequences of revealing the complicity of the political parties may just be too big 

of a problem for the nascent democracy to handle. 

If the parties were found guilty of such massive corruption, the court system would be 

forced to shut them down. Indonesia may then be left with only a handful parties in 

2014, which is not necessarily good for its democracy either. Outlawing these parties 

may raise serious questions about the legitimacy of the politicians who supported their 

entering the elections, including President Yudhoyono himself. (The Jakarta Post, 13 

February 2013) 

Media texts also conveyed that corruption continues to exist among politicians, because 

of – and as part of – democracy. New faces from outside the existing political elite were 

therefore needed, such as Jokowi (now the newly elected President): 
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The Jokowi phenomenon is the theme of our three-day special report, from his rise in 

Surakarta to the Jakarta governor's seat, to the top of the presidential candidate polls. By 

the 2014 elections, 15 years after former president Soeharto stepped down, Indonesians 

hope to see new faces - but so far Jokowi's the only one. His image, and the daily news 

about his leadership style, is why more are upbeat despite predictions that voter turnout 

may drop below 50 percent next year - owing to apathy and distrust not only in party 

politics but in today's democracy itself, with its intense elite infighting and pervasive, 

endless corruption. (The Jakarta Post, 20 November 2013) 

It is important to note that, despite all of these frustrations, and the catalytic effect of 

democracy on corruption, the articles painted a more complicated relationship between 

the two: their fates were intertwined. Indonesia needed to protect democracy, although 

the existing form of democracy created much greater corruption. However, Indonesia 

should not give up on it because democracy in its ideal form will succeed in eradicating 

corruption. The articles also argued that despite the sense of disappointment caused by 

corrupt politicians, we need to avoid apathy and bring back political participation and 

engagement. In talking about the year of the election: 

The general elections are a privilege for Indonesians and a tool of democracy that 

impacts every citizen in the archipelago. No matter how disillusioned you are, elections 

are a time when political apathy should be buried and activism restored. 

But 2014 is not just about producing something new. It is also about carrying on the 

same vigor that served us well in 2013. Our struggle for transparency, good governance 

and corruption eradication in 2014 should take its cue from the past year. More of the 

same, please. (The Jakarta Post, 31 December 2013) 

One of the articles looked at the experience of other countries with democracy and 

asserted that Indonesia should never give up on democracy, despite the great doubts that 

were common among developing countries. Finally, regardless of its side-effects, 

democracy was re-affirmed as the desired goal. This was presented in the editorial titled 

“Lost in democracy?” which talked about India’s experience with democracy: 
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One of the basic questions raised among developing nations is whether democracy is a 

fundamental foundation for development or an obstacle? India's democracy is much 

older than Indonesia's, but many Indonesians have started to doubt the role of 

democracy in their lives. For them, democracy is tiring. The Indian journey shows that 

despite its pains, democracy is one of the most important assets in nation building. (The 

Jakarta Post, 16 April 2014) 

Articles continued to portray Indonesia as a country with many problems, but corruption 

was no longer at the top of the list. The economy needed prioritising whereas corruption 

was seen as less acute. The quote below in particular suggested that corruption was not 

unique to Indonesia’s democracy because other democracies suffered from it as well. 

That is why ‘we’ need to protect it regardless of the costs, because in the end, corruption 

is inevitable: 

Indonesia still has many problems, but most of these problems relate to its steady 

economic growth and development. The number of reforms the nation still needs to 

make could fill several volumes and every two steps forward seem to meet one step 

back. Nonetheless, despite the perennial naysayers, progress in Indonesia is obvious and 

tangible. 

This is why most democracies, if not managed properly, will tend toward oligarchies 

over time, while corruption is inevitable and endemic in even the most established of 

democracies. But if you want to correct this by trying to run a democracy with people 

without money or the poor, they will not hesitate to overthrow your democracy or, at 

best, they will give you a “mobocracy” or the rule of mobs. (The Jakarta Post, 8 May 

2014) 

Recall that in the previous episode democracy was not portrayed as a freely-made 

choice, the Asian financial crisis forced ‘democracy’ upon us. In this last episode, 

however, the media implied a sense of agency, that democracy became a more 

conscious choice, it was a ‘hard-won’ achievement which needs to be protected from all 

sorts of danger including political opposition.  
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If the coalition continues unchallenged in seizing control of the House and MPR, the 

temptation to block the programs of the new government and direct the course of 

national policies will be difficult to resist. The worst-case scenario is that the tyranny of 

the majority will step-by-step undermine the fruits of reform, the fight against 

corruption and, finally, our hard-won democracy. (The Jakarta Post, 6 October 2014) 

Other key actors 

With respect to other main actors, the media continued to highlight its own 

importance to democracy and how this could best be fulfilled by being independent and 

critical in helping to achieve the ideal type of democracy, a kind which goes beyond 

procedural democracy represented in the formation of political parties, Parliament and 

implementation of elections. This was elaborated in President's State of the Nation 

Address cited below: 

Although different in nature, both are equally important. Indeed, procedural democracy 

- in terms of the formation of political parties and the implementation of general 

elections, as well as the formation of government and Parliament - does not 

automatically guarantee a qualified democracy. 

Meanwhile, the qualified democracy has many positive dimensions. For example: clean 

representatives capable of providing solutions to the problems of the country; general 

elections that demonstrate quality debate and healthy competition; the role of a press 

that is independent, critical and has professional integrity; the lessening of the practice 

of money politics in the general election; the smartness and the maturity of the people in 

electing their representatives; the growth of democracy based on the local wisdom that 

has been coloring the growth of our people for hundreds of years; and also the peaceful 

and constitutional settlement of any disputes in a general election. (The Jakarta Post, 16 

August 2014) 

In terms of combating corruption, the KPK remained as the fore-runner, leaving behind 

other law enforcement bodies including the Constitutional Court especially after its 

former Chief Justice Akil Mochtar was sentenced to life imprisonment. The article 

suggested that this is a very big achievement which boosts corruption fighting. 

The life sentence handed down to former Constitutional Court chief justice Akil 

Mochtar after he was found guilty of accepting bribes and of money laundering marks a 

milestone in the nation's fight against corruption. The Jakarta Corruption Court has 

carved out a piece of history that gives a boost to our quest for a corruption-free society. 
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(The Jakarta Post, 1 July 2014) 

The KPK continued to gain support while the media portrayed the House members 

going in the opposite direction: 

If only the KPK were a political party, it would win both the legislative and the 

presidential election by a landslide, thanks to its track record that has helped it gain 

public trust. Proof of global recognition can be seen in the prestigious Ramon 

Magsaysay Award presented to the KPK last year in Manila, an award given annually 

for “transformative leadership in Asia”. 

It is relieving, therefore, to see both presidential candidates contesting the July 9 

election display commitment to empowering the KPK. The two candidates have clearly 

distanced themselves from lawmakers who have openly displayed resentment toward 

the anti-graft body and sought its dissolution. (The Jakarta Post, 6 July 2014) 

In addition, the above excerpt also suggested that it is important for presidential 

candidates to show clear opposition against lawmakers and other actors perceived as 

standing against the KPK as the undisputable leader in the battle against corruption. 

 

Conclusion 

The discussions above have demonstrated that despite the general portrayal of 

corruption as a negative or ‘dysfunctional’ aspect of social life, a deeper analysis 

suggested there were specific meanings of corruption which changed over time, as well 

as the emergence and changes in the positions of the main identities in the articles 

examined. The meanings of corruption shifted particularly in relation to democracy 

during the period under study. From a relatively uncomplicated relationship between 

corruption as a disease and democracy as the cure, (anti)corruption became sidelined by 

the increasing importance of democracy. I will discuss this first point below. Following 

this, I will look at the change in the way in which collective agency is portrayed. Lastly, 

the articles invoked an idea of national identity. Thus there is an entanglement among 

meanings of corruption, democracy and Indonesian identity. 

The first point concerns the relationship between corruption and democracy. 

Democracy was initially seen as the cure to corruption which is a disease as serious as 

AIDS. Democracy, in the form of press freedom, more powerful parliament, was 

believed to be the key to eradicating corruption, which was largely located within the 

bureaucracy. I observed portrayals of Western experts as ‘doctors’, prescribing the ‘sick 
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man’ with ‘bitter pills’. Democracy in the form of press freedom was discussed in 

relation to Indonesian’s high regard for the importance of not losing face: shaming a 

corruptor would be punitive. Someone who is caught for corruption should be hiding 

their faces because of shame, and this should deter others from committing the shameful 

act. Corruption was also seen as the impediment to growth and therefore must be 

addressed. The relationship was treated as straightforward – democracy will cure 

corruption. This idea was mainly introduced by trustworthy figures such as academics, 

pro-reform politicians as well as those who were considered as ‘white’ lawyers by the 

general public. 

This relationship soon changed around the time corruption scandals involving 

politicians broke; democracy was then described as encouraging corruption rather than 

curing it. At the same time, freedom of the press started being questioned as well. I 

found articles suggesting that a relatively freer press does not guarantee deterrence in 

corrupt activities. Yes, more were exposed, but corruptors were by no means 

discouraged to continue their practices. In fact, news media took the view that 

corruptors have no shame (which they should have, as Indonesians) for their actions as 

they were showing totally shameless behaviour in public: all smiles and friendly 

gestures in front of the camera. Moreover, there was a portrayal that the press itself, 

particularly in the regions, could itself become a pillar of corruption. The argument that 

the elimination of corruption and only the elimination of corruption could deliver 

economic development seemed to hold little truth now that Indonesia was being 

projected to rise as the next India whose ongoing corruption has resulted in a 

troublesome democracy: Indonesia, this argument ran, could be the next ‘Black Swan’. 

I then noted a shift towards re-commitment to democracy in which democracy is 

portrayed to be an end in itself, rather than a means to eradicate corruption. The 

argument around the negative macroeconomic effects of corruption was less 

straightforward. Articles referred to democracy as a key to prosperity, and now justice, 

and despite the continuing problem of corruption, the ‘qualified’ democracy or 

democracy in a more ideal form was seen as still offering many promises for the nation.  

The shifts that have been observed suggest a strong drive to pursue democracy 

as an aim in itself and posit the view that although corruption will not stop overnight, as 

long as we work through democracy, corruption will be reduced, through an iterative 

process. The sense of threat from corruption which plagued many institutions was 

slowly diminishing, as corruption was increasingly portrayed as a ‘system’ problem 
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located in ‘institutions’. Articles suggested that now we know more about the 

mechanisms of corruption, and about how it had embedded itself in the political and 

economic systems through its own ‘regenerative power’ and ‘schemes’. Gaining such 

know-how about corruption comes with a growing sense of self-efficacy that we can do 

something with corruption through democracy. This sense of self-efficacy is rooted in 

the people’s collective agency to which I will now turn. 

My second point concerned the shift in the sense of collective agency of the 

Indonesian people being addressed as an imagined audience, as was noted in the 

articles. In the first episode, the articles portrayed Indonesia as needing to be rescued 

from corruption by democracy. Indonesia was in a disadvantaged position compared to 

other countries, suggesting the potential that Indonesia could become a ‘coolie’ for 

others because corruption resulted in skewed government policies. However, many of 

the articles were rather subtle in describing the negative effects of corruption, possibly 

because of fear of Soeharto’s oppression towards overly critical media. Reference to 

Indonesia’s colonial past was made quite frequently, the use of terms such as ‘colonial 

legacy’, ‘overlords’, and direct attribution of bureaucratic culture, suggesting an identity 

of a disadvantaged nation. It was a ‘misfortune’ for Indonesia to be ‘stuck’ in a given 

condition, ‘systems’ and ‘culture’, all due to colonialism. 

Constructions of Indonesia’s agency later went through a complicated phase. 

First, there was a weak sense of agency, especially with Indonesia being portrayed as a 

victim of corruption as democratic reforms took place. Indonesia was attacked from all 

directions with more cases being revealed involving not only those with an already 

tainted image, but also actors who were in the past considered immune from corruption. 

This sense of being betrayed by democracy which, rather than curing corruption, opened 

the door for more people to engage in it, willingly and aggressively, was represented in 

the metaphor of ‘roving bandits’.  

Democracy was thus seen as disappointing Indonesia and questions began to 

surface as to whether democracy was a path consciously chosen by Indonesians in the 

first place, or whether it had been imposed from outside, and a consequence of the 1997 

financial crisis. The sense of unpreparedness was mixed with a sense of confidence 

because Indonesia was starting to see itself as a member of the ‘democratic world’, 

despite the problems it encountered in navigating democracy. Although some articles 

argued that corruption had worsened, some maintained that they were mere ‘side-
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effects’, ‘fruits’ that were to be expected: that democratic reforms would result in 

‘minor’ corruption. 

A dramatic turn was later noted in so far Indonesia was no longer a victim, 

instead it was gaining a stronger sense of collective agency - a belief that Indonesia 

could do something to achieve prosperity by protecting democracy. Corruptors had 

undermined democracy or put democracy to a test, but all in all, Indonesia was seen as 

becoming more mature in practicing democracy.  

In the media texts analysed, Indonesia, as represented by ‘we’, does struggle to 

achieve transparency and good governance, through democracy, and ‘we’ are ready to 

continue to struggle to perfect the country’s democracy and eventually achieve justice 

and prosperity as a nation. The President’s speech on August 15, 2014 was particularly 

powerful in pointing out that Indonesia wants all the desirable features of a qualified 

democracy, such as an independent and critical press, the lessening of money politics 

and the maturity of the people in electing their representatives. Collective agency was 

also implied in describing corruption as a ‘hard-won’ achievement, a dramatic turn from 

depicting democracy as ‘thrust upon us’. These shifts in the sense of collective agency 

show that corruption is not just about catching the ‘bad guys’, but it was also about 

rising up as a nation, breaking free from the shackles of a ‘colonised past’, and being 

able to make decisions and take actions with a full realisation of their implications and 

of citizens’ responsibility for these. 

The third major point in my analysis concerns how the articles invoked an idea 

of national identity, i.e., an identity of Indonesia as a nation, how it perceives itself 

compared to other countries. First, articles suggested that Indonesia’s past as part of the 

Dutch colony is a baggage which acts as a brake on achieving progress. The discourse 

of corruption was filled with assertions around the culture of bureaucracy inherited from 

the Dutch, and that limitations in the existing legal framework exist because much of 

the content of our criminal and criminal law procedure codes are a legacy of the Dutch 

colonial era. There was also a sense of the oppression and powerlessness of ordinary 

people during the Soeharto era referenced in the newspaper, particularly in his last term 

in office.  

As a result, Indonesia has often seen itself as inferior and therefore the goal has 

been to achieve equal standing with other nations in the world. It also considered 

Western countries to be role models, a source of assistance and advice. However, over 

the course of the period examined, this inferiority began to be replaced with a stronger 
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sense of self-efficacy rooted in the sense of collective agency, as mentioned previously. 

In other words, this stronger sense of agency is apparent in media commentary that 

displays a belief Indonesia could rise above all of its existing problems, including 

corruption. 

The final point is that, corruption, democracy and Indonesian identity are all 

entangled in a way that is important to comprehend if we wish to understand the various 

changes in the meaning of corruption that this analysis of media has suggested. The 

shifts that were observed in the constructions of corruption vis-à-vis democracy, and 

also in the constructions of Indonesia’s collective agency, are helpful in answering the 

broader research question posed at the beginning of this study. The understanding of 

corruption as portrayed by the media is far from static. It was very much influenced by 

who was given voice and the context in which it was based. Corruption was still 

described as an ongoing social problem and therefore needing to be eradicated. What 

changed was the view that corruption behaves like a deadly virus such as AIDS which 

could only infect certain individuals, but not the entire population. With scandals 

implicating many prominent figures, corruption became constructed as a common 

illness, infecting individuals who are held hostage by the corrupt system. At the same 

time, news media suggested that Indonesia - as represented in ‘we the people’ view of 

democracy also shifted. After going through a period of disillusionment, instead of 

seeing democracy as merely procedural, ‘we’ now realise that we must attend to its 

other substantive aspects such as education, economic development and the quality and 

freedoms of the press, among others. The shifts in the understanding of corruption and 

democracy were accompanied by a corresponding shift in Indonesia’s national identity.  

Anti-corruption and reform efforts continue and this analysis makes no claims 

about the actual degree of progress that has been achieved. Rather, what I have been 

able to show is that corruption has been understood in relation to democracy in 

Indonesia; and that this relationship has changed over time, therefore changing the 

meanings of both. My analysis also indicates that the broad meaning of corruption as 

‘dysfunctional’ is neither straightforward nor simple. Meanings of corruption are 

continuously shaped and reshaped in relation to the meanings of democracy. From an 

idealistic belief that democracy can cure corruption, or that democracy will ‘save’ 

Indonesia from corruption, through a period of disillusionment that democracy has been 

unable to deliver the expected cure, we arrive in the third and latest period, where a 

more balanced view of democracy’s weaknesses and benefits, and its relationship to 
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corruption emerges. This is accompanied by an increasing sense of Indonesia’s 

collective agency as a nation and the assertion that, rather than democracy ‘saving’ 

Indonesia from corruption, Indonesia may need to protect its fledgling democracy even 

if it is at the expense of abandoning – or at least downplaying – the fight against 

corruption.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: INTERVIEW FINDINGS 

In the previous chapter, I discussed meanings of corruption as constructed in 

selected Indonesian media: The Jakarta Post. I have demonstrated that although 

corruption is generally portrayed as ‘dysfunctional’, a deeper analysis indicates that 

instead of showing a singular and stable meaning, meanings of corruption are multiple 

and these meanings vary in relation to context, reflecting broader changes in the realm 

of economy and politics, as well as the dynamics in the relationship between Indonesia 

and its region and the political and business interests of Western nations.  

Similarly, this chapter will capture my findings on the multifarious meanings of 

corruption arising from my interviews with 40 interviewees from various backgrounds. 

Following the design of this study, I focus on the meanings of corruption situated in 

business-government relations. My analysis suggests that corruption is not only 

‘dysfunctional’ as the newspaper articles indicated, it is also considered to be 

‘functional’ by my interviewees which include professionals working in government, 

private and civil society organisations – in particular those working to promote anti-

corruption.  

In discussing these findings, I will focus on three issues. First, my findings 

provide a more varied and empirically-grounded understanding of corruption which 

may explain the limited results of anti-corruption efforts. Second, looking deeper into 

specific groups of interviewees, my findings describe how different individuals situated 

in different socio-cultural and institutional settings produce different meanings which 

may challenge or refute the main concepts in the broader anti-corruption discourse. 

Third, the alternate meanings which are built around the difficulties of disengaging from 

corruption and how it should be stopped were inextricably bound up with broader 

arguments over cultural values or practices and broader discussions related to economic 

condition and religion. 

Multiple meanings of corruption 

I will begin this section with an explanation of the multiple meanings of 

corruption which I organise under two broad categories: (1) the difficulties of 

disengaging from corruption and (2) the solutions to corruption. Within each category, 

there are alternative meanings. The first category consists of: corruption gets things 

done, corruption preserves livelihoods, and corruption maintains social 
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obligations/relationships. The second category comprises fix the system, fix the person, 

and get the right leader.  

Following a general discussion of each of the categories, I will discuss patterns 

in how these alternative meanings were distributed among actors from different groups. 

These meanings were the most common and cut across different groups with some 

variations discussed below in relation to the different groups. I argue that these 

meanings can account for the different ways that individuals challenge or refute 

dominant concepts in the anti-corruption discourse in Indonesia and the broader 

Western notions of corruption such as corruption due to corrupt individuals (the ‘bad 

apple’) and corruption due to corrupt environment (the ‘bad barrels’ or ‘larder’).  

 

The difficulties of disengaging from corruption 

I inferred the first category of meanings based on interviewees’ explanations 

about the difficulties of disengaging from corruption. In other words, what makes 

corruption unstoppable. The explanations indicated three meanings: corruption gets 

things done, corruption preserves livelihoods, and corruption maintains social 

obligations/relationships, which suggest that corruption is in some ways ‘functional’. 

These meanings are summarised in the table below which I will explain next. 

Table 5.1 First category of meanings: Difficulties of disengaging from corruption – positive 

functions of corruption 

Corruption gets things 

done 

Corruption helps 

my organisation 

do its job 

Corruption 

makes 

government 

perform its duty 

Corruption 

secures a job 

contract with the 

government 

Corruption 

lowers my 

company’s tax 

obligation 

Preserves livelihoods Corruption helps 

people maintain 

a decent income 

 

Corruption helps 

my organisation 

stay in business 

Corruption helps 

people feed their 

family 

Corruption helps 

people who are 

weak/vulnerable 

Maintains social 

obligations/relationships 

Corruption helps 

people fulfil their 

family 

obligations  

Corruption helps 

people maintain 

harmonious 

relations 

  

 

Corruption gets things done  

The first strand of meaning in this first category pertains to corruption as 

‘getting things done’, a pragmatic view of corruption which considers it as efficient, 

effective and an necessary response to the environment in which businesses operate. In 
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this strand, interviewees from different groups described their experience of having to 

engage in practices which many labelled as corruption in order to get jobs done – either 

to procure a government document, to secure a contract, or to support day-to-day 

government work. Corruption is not motivated by ‘criminal minds’, it is motivated by 

practicality – it assists the completion of jobs. 

Business interviewees for example, constructed the practice of bribing officials 

in order to procure a document as a necessary thing to do to make sure business runs 

smoothly. Paying bribes, therefore, was not done voluntarily, it was done out of 

necessity. Jaya (all names are disguised), who works in an import-based company, for 

example, argued that his company needed to manage the ‘difficult reality’ of day-to-day 

business where making ‘corrupt’ payments is considered necessary when dealing with 

powerful bureaucrats who have control over certain affairs: 

We as foreign investors (pause) it boils down to (pause) who needs who? Who needs 

who? We want to import, our core business is in downstream (pause) without import 

record from the government, we cannot do our job. We have to accommodate all the 

under-the-table stuff. If we don’t, it’s not going to be processed for 2 months. Whatever 

they ask, we provide. But without the under-the-table (pause) in reality, the license will 

take 2 months. Meanwhile, every month we have to import goods. There will be many 

implications. Being asked (for money) here and there. [Jaya, private employee] 

Interviewees from across groups also invoked a position of being oppressed 

public service users, being dependent on government’s power to make decisions which 

can either benefit or harm their positions. ‘Superfluous bureaucracies’, ‘lazy’, 

‘inefficient’, ‘corrupt mentality’, ‘underpaid’ and ‘underfunded’ are some of the 

characteristics used to construct an image of a ‘faulty government’. Because the 

government is faulty or broken, corruption emerges and it makes a broken system 

workable. In their illustrations, interviewees gave examples around the absence of a 

competent budgeting system and the lack of clarity and integration between regulations 

in order to show the contradictions in the existing system. Ari, a government employee, 

for example, pointed out that corruption is actually a result of a misallocation of 

government budget and that it is done out of necessity.  
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If you want to blame (pause) blame our budgeting system. There is no budget for 

mineral water13 in the office. So your budget does “acrobats” ... 

That item does not exist in the budget but it is a real necessity. But to procure it you 

have to make things up, that is why the budget is acrobatic. Is that corruption? [Ari, 

government employee] 

Ari was also challenging or questioning the common categorisation of some practices as 

corruption and was instead reframing those practices as a solution or an answer for the 

broken system. In other words, corruption ‘makes an unworkable system work’. 

In addition to problematic systems, interviewees from the private sector category 

also spoke of problematic personnel. Corruption was inevitable when it comes to 

dealing with law enforcement agencies such as courts. Siska, for example, admitted that 

her organisation engaged in what she called a ‘procedurally right’ practice, and that her 

organisation turned a blind eye to the ethical dimension of those practices, because this 

was the only way to ‘get things done’. She said: 

Sometimes we have a dispute with our vendors and take them to court. The court also 

asks (for money). They know both parties have money, they ask to both. To work with 

the situation, (this is) ethically wrong but ‘procedurally right’. Because we know the 

court asks for money, we hire a law firm. You want to bribe this person. I don’t want to 

know. Ethically we do know there is a fee that is paid to the court, we are like turning a 

blind eye. [Siska, private employee] 

This meaning of ‘corruption gets things done’ showed the role of corruption in 

facilitating many of the affairs involving government organisations due to problematic 

systems and personnel, and it was a relatively widely shared meaning, even among anti-

corruption promoters (which I will come back to when I discuss meanings by group). 

This meaning however, only became apparent through paying close attention to non-

verbal cues from my interviewees. They were often not explained at length or even 

clearly by interviewees, possibly because to infer such meanings would suggest a sense 

of self-interest, which people generally want to avoid showing. Many interviewees 

seemed to limit their comments on the benefits of being involved in practices commonly 

associated with corruption, possibly because people wanted to avoid being labelled as 

                                                        
13 In Indonesia, mineral water needs to be procured because tap water is not safe for drinking. 



109 

 

corrupt altogether. On the other hand, interviewees also indicated there were more 

nuanced evaluations of some practices depending on whether they were framed as 

motivated by ‘needs’ versus ‘greed’. While people may be excused in committing the 

former, they are condemned when engaging in the latter. As Rejo described: 

When they have to do it, what can you say? (pause) They have thousands of workers. 

You cannot close down the company. They have debts to pay to the bank. In the end 

they have to do that illegitimate stuff that the KPK could not detect (pause) 

It’s all done for the sake of survival. But some of them are greedy. They want higher 

margins (pause) They chased up government tenders. (They) want more. They try this. 

They try that. For example, the Democratic party scandal. Nazaruddin. That is greedy. 

[Rejo, lawyer] 

This example illustrates that although interviewees argue that corruption ‘gets things 

done’ the relevance of this particular meaning is also influenced by the specific settings 

in which practices arise. They actively categorise which meanings are applicable for 

which settings or situations involving which actors. 

Corruption preserves livelihoods 

The second strand of meaning in this first category is related to corruption being 

the means to preserve one’s job or source of livelihood. In this strand, interviewees 

argued that removing various practices associated with corruption would cause a 

significant material loss to people. Cutting people off from corruption would reduce or 

even eliminate their income. According to this meaning, continuing with practices 

others label as corruption was justifiable in order to maintain a reasonable standard of 

living. 

Moreover, interviewees often portrayed those who engage in corruption as 

professionals with a low salary. Their motivation to practice what others label as 

corruption is therefore to make up the gap between their income and their reasonable 

living expenses. Sudi, an anti-corruption promoter, conveyed a sense of frustration 

when he elaborated that people are forced into corruption in order to take care of 

themselves and their family: 
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If we go back to the system (pause) for instance a police officer has a salary of 5 

millions rupiahs. He has a child going to college in Jakarta. Is it enough? He will be 

seeking for additional income [sampingan]. It gets terrifying [ngeri] when they go 

overboard [kebablasan]. [Sudi, anti-corruption promoter] 

Here, Sudi acknowledged the role of corruption in supporting underpaid officers and at 

the same time asserted that they need to know the limit in seeking for ‘additional 

income’. They must not go ‘overboard’ [kebablasan]. This signals that some practices 

are ‘defensible’ while others are not. Others argued that people engage in corruption 

because they are following orders from their superiors. Government interviewees in 

particular expressed the view that superiors are very powerful in allocating jobs and 

determining the corresponding salary. Therefore refusing to co-operate with the boss’s 

wishes will compromise their emotional and, more damagingly, financial state. In this 

meaning, interviewees shared stories which illustrated the impact of corruption on 

people, the importance of understanding the situation faced by these people and how 

power differences force people into engaging in corruption. Ari, a member of 

government, for example, asserted that refusing a superior’s order to engage in (corrupt) 

practices could mean losing a significant amount of income, in addition to personal 

stress or discomfort. 

Well, (they feel) emotionally distressed because of the (request of the) Head of Region. 

If you don’t do it (pause) you will lose your job (be made idle)14. You don’t want to do 

it because you know it’s wrong, (but) the boss will get rid of you. [Ari, government 

employee]  

This ‘preserving livelihoods’ view holds that removing corruption not only hurts the 

professionals, but also jeopardises the lives of the poor. Speaking about governance 

reform programs more generally, Rahmat, a government employee, explained that 

people resist reforms because implementing them means removing a source of 

livelihood from people living on the margins. Rahmat drew a parallel between anti-

corruption efforts and the clean-up of one of government-owned ports in Priok, North 

Jakarta. He referred to a big protest which was organised by informal labour, who 

claimed there was a sacred grave in the Priok port so the port should be kept as it is, 

                                                        
14 Officials’ take home pay is significantly influenced by how many projects/activities they are 
involved in, which in turn is determined by their superiors 
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which includes letting the local ‘thugs’ keep their day job. It was obvious to Rahmat 

that the sacred grave was a pretext for resisting reform. The real reason for such 

resistance was because they were trying to protect the source of income they have been 

maintaining for years.  

But the social problem is (pause) we try to clean up ports. How many of them go to 

legislatures to argue their case? (pause) Their basic human rights were disturbed. The 

job they have been performing for years. Remember Mbah’s grave in Priok. They say 

there is a grave, but there is not. People occupy the space. It cannot be (pause) there is a 

grave in a port. They make money there. [Rahmat, government employee] 

Rahmat also talked about corruption as a means of obtaining a decent living. He drew 

attention to the high cost of living in urban Jakarta and how the official salary set by the 

government has failed to accommodate this. He suggested it is hard to put a stop to 

corruption because corruption helps those who struggle to make ends meet.  

Sometimes I cannot blame them too (for engaging in corruption). They don’t have 

enough because of the high cost of living in Jakarta. I just turn a blind eye [tutup mata]. 

Because we understand – we don’t make a big deal out of it. There is no other 

alternative. [Rahmat, government employee] 

This meaning of ‘corruption preserves livelihoods’ sometimes appeared together with 

the opposing ideas in religious discourse around ‘purification’ [halal] of income and the 

attitude of ‘gratitude’ [bersyukur]. Some interviewees reflected and argued that 

although corruption helps people to feed themselves and their families, preserving 

livelihoods should adhere to the precept of obtaining income from legitimate sources so 

as to make it pure [halal], and that one should possess an attitude of gratitude or self-

sufficiency [bersyukur] and not let greed take over. They argued that income that comes 

from illegitimate activity such as corruption is impure or haram. They also expressed 

the view that corruption can be prevented by always remembering God (be God-fearing) 

and by cultivating a sense of self-sufficiency [bersyukur] because to be self-sufficient 

means to live with what God has provided (in the form of monthly salary) and to not 

overly pursue material ends. As Nunung, a government employee put it: 
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Because there is no sense of gratitude, we always feel lacking of something. The tax 

officials – how can you say they are not sufficient? So there is greed, indeed. What you 

receive, whether it is plenty or little, that is relative. Depending on the person. We will 

see it as plenty if we are grateful. [Nunung, government employee] 

Although most interviewees indicated their support for anti-corruption and the 

supporting religious discourse, the meaning of corruption around supporting livelihood 

is not lost. Some interviewees shifted between meanings of corruption being, on the one 

hand, the means to maintain a reasonable living standard. In support of this view they 

would, for example, present illustrations involving an imaginary actor who needs to 

support a family. However, on the other hand they would also sometimes present 

corruption as a violation of religion. Thus, despite existing counter-arguments, some 

interviewees still believed that corruption not only helped organisations function, it was 

also crucial to people’s economic survival. 

Corruption maintains social obligations/relationships 

The third strand of meaning in this first category is around corruption as a way 

of maintaining social obligations or social relations. Interviewees argued that people 

engage in practices which others label as corruption because these practices assist in 

meeting one’s social duties such as giving gifts and favours to families and friends, to 

show generosity, to give thanks and to keep relationships in harmony. Consequently, 

interviewees argued that corruption continues to exist because it is part and parcel of 

being Indonesian.  

For example, business interviewees suggested that to give money to officials to 

show appreciation is not only appropriate, it is mandated by the cultural code of being 

Indonesians. They also argued that when members of government facilitate their affairs, 

it is appropriate to make payments to individual’s pockets. Moreover, these payments 

exist because business people want to express gratitude and be seen as generous, not the 

other way around, as Dirga elaborated:  
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I give it at the end. If you give it up front, it will be embarrassing. Give it after the 

project is complete. I like it better at the end. Seeing him going above and beyond, just 

to say thank you it is still appropriate. Even though from an integrity point-of-view you 

have to say no (pause) but that is his responsibility to refuse. Because in Indonesia there 

is that urge (pause) you feel bad. That is culture. To give is our culture, Kanti. That is 

how I see it. You ask people here how they would feel if they didn’t give. [Dirga, 

business owner] 

Accepting unofficial payments is also inextricably linked to one’s social 

standing or social position, according to the interviewees. Someone who has a visible 

position in government for example, will need to fulfil certain obligations towards their 

family, extended family and community. Interviewees believed officials engage in 

corruption in order to fulfil the expectations of people in their network of relationships. 

Expectations include offering jobs, giving money, and sharing wealth. Interviewees 

pointed out that accepting (corrupt) payments or gifts facilitates the fulfilment of these 

obligations and the maintenance of relations. Lisa, an anti-corruption promoter, said: 

Many years ago I had a conversation (pause) with a high-ranking official. I said (pause) 

You know, how many Mercedes does one need? (pause) you can only drive one car at a 

time. Oh No. No. One is not enough. If you have one or three, your cousin can use it 

(pause) somebody else can use it (pause) 

If he only has one, he might be considered unsuccessful too. [Lisa, anti-corruption 

promoter] 

Lisa’s story further suggested that individuals who engage in practices others 

categorise as corruption are embedded in dense networks of social ties which carry 

obligations. Even status symbols, like more than one car, are framed as benefiting the 

individual’s wider group, rather than themselves. This meaning of ‘corruption maintains 

social obligation/relationships’ shows a striking departure from the conceptualisation of 

corruption as breaching a universal, standardised moral code because this alternate 

meaning of corruption actually indicates virtue – being considerate by taking care of 

others. It further serves a humanitarian purpose and needs to be understood as part of 

wider social obligations. The view of corruption as a moral breach dismisses the crucial 

element in interviewees’ understanding of themselves as Indonesians who have 
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obligations towards people in their circle of relations. However to Lisa, such an 

understanding can be damaging, as she concluded:  

This communal spirit that we have can be good, can be bad. If we don’t understand 

distinction between public and private…can be very stressful for the individual too...  

So this lack of ability to define the difference between the public and private responsibility, it 

makes us more susceptible to corruption. [Lisa, anti-corruption promoter] 

 

Meanings by group – why corruption is hard to stop 

Although all six groups showed similar patterns of meanings, each group 

showed different emphasis in their accounts of what makes corruption difficult to 

remove. When looking at meanings constructed by interviewees within each group (see 

Table 5.2), I noted that these meanings are influenced by the dominant concepts in anti-

corruption discourse in Indonesia and in the West such as the concept of ‘corruption due 

to person vs. system’ and ‘corruption by need vs. by greed’ which I will discuss next.  

Table 5.2 Meanings by group – why corruption is hard to stop 

 

Groups 

 

Anti-

corruption 

promoters 

 

Government 

 

SOEs 

 

Business 

owners 

 

Private 

employees 

 

Other 

 

Dominant 

meanings 

around 

why 

corruption 

is hard to 

stop 

 

Gets jobs done, 

maintains 

relations and 

social 

obligations 

 

Maintains 

relations 

 

Preserves 

livelihood, 

maintains 

relations 

 

Maintains 

relations and 

social 

obligations 

 

Gets jobs 

done, 

maintains 

social 

obligation 

and 

preserves 

livelihood 

 

Maintains 

relations and 

social 

obligations 

 

In ‘corruption due to person’, the general understanding is that corruption starts 

with a corrupt individual, which is very similar to the ‘bad apple’ conception in Western 

mainstream literature. Here, the individual becomes the centre of corruption because of 

his/her character of being greedy, foul or with evil intent. As a result, any intervention 

should be directed towards changing or punishing the individual characterised as 

corrupt.  

In ‘corruption due to system’, people portray corruption as a consequence of a 

faulty system. A ‘broken system’ is typically described in the form of unclear or 

overlapping public service procedures, poor government recruitment, salary and 
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performance evaluation systems and ineffective or opaque rules and regulations. 

Corruption is seen as a case of a ‘broken system’ in need of reformulation and so, from 

this perspective, anti-corruption interventions should focus on addressing structural 

change. When the system is working and no longer considered broken, corruption ends. 

Both arguments are often intertwined in interviewees’ descriptions. The anti-

corruption promoters for example, acknowledged that corruption is both a personal and 

systemic problem and at times they showed conflicting beliefs when discussing both its 

causes and a cure for these. However, on balance they asserted a greater tendency 

towards system-centred intervention. The government employee group, on the other 

hand, believed that the person enmeshed in corrupt practices is very central and has 

agency, regardless of the kind of system he/she is working in: corrupt or non-corrupt. 

However, together with the State-Owned Employee group, they suggested that 

corruption continues because people need to protect their livelihood or to follow orders 

from their superiors. The business owner group supported the notion of gift-giving in 

Indonesian culture, including the giving of inducements to government officials for the 

sake of relationships and social obligations. On the other hand, the private employee 

group primarily argued that corruption is essential for getting things done. 

In looking at meanings by group, I also noted that interviewees were able to shift 

between multiple meanings to convey the complexities surrounding these practices and, 

in so doing, they were constructing a spectrum of ‘corruption’ with different degrees of 

severity/acceptability. For example, interviewees implied that certain practices were 

‘less corrupt’ than others because the corrupt acts were done on behalf of an 

organisation or individuals who did not enjoy any significant resulting material 

advantage. Some others suggested that people needed to know the limit of acceptable 

inducements when they engaged in certain practices (especially for government agents 

who seek additional income by putting a price on a service) so they do not go overboard 

[kebablasan]. Such practices were somewhat acceptable to the interviewees despite 

being officially classified as corruption. I will now look at how the above meanings are 

discussed in each of the groups.  

Anti-corruption promoters 

This group consisted of eight people who worked for anti-corruption agencies 

such as the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK), Transparency International (TI) 

and other local bodies. This group talked about different practices associated with 



116 

 

corruption as having a dual meaning in which they preserve livelihood and at the same 

time are essential to get things done.  

Anti-corruption interviewees also indicated that corruption initially occurs 

between two people who are involved in a voluntary exchange: there is a government 

agent who needs to make additional money to compensate for a low salary on the one 

hand, and a business person who needs to obtain a service from the government and is 

willing to pay extra money for it, either prior to or after the service is obtained. As Rio 

explained:  

In the beginning, they need each other. When someone who is in power realises that 

(their power) has economic value, they engage in extortion. They ask (for money). They 

will ask. That is what I think happens. Business people must fight against it. Often times 

they want to fight but the others do not want to. That is hard, you lose your opportunity. 

[Rio, anti-corruption promoter] 

In the quote above, Rio also indicated that corruption becomes unacceptable when the 

government agent starts to extort money or trade the power at his/her disposal. Instead 

of simply accepting ‘thank you money’ after providing a service for his/her client, 

he/she actively seeks for unofficial payments by explicitly asking for it [minta] or 

setting up a price for a service. This particular shift in meaning (from ‘acceptable’ to 

‘not acceptable’) reflects how meanings may change in relation to the actors involved in 

certain practices and how they perceive those practices in the context of their jobs and 

organisations. 

Government 

This group consisted of members of government working for different Ministries 

and Agencies/Boards. Interviewees in this group referred to various examples which 

touched on issues around the importance of families and taking care of relationships. 

The quote below for example, illustrated corruption that is hard to stop because it often 

involves people who treat each other like family members. Edi argued that refusing to 

participate in corrupt activities would sever family relations [hubungan kekeluargaan]. 

In his example, he described how superiors and subordinates are involved in a family-

like relationship and how this relationship which binds people together demands they 

overlook, accept and even protect the (corrupt) practices around them.  
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Every weekend the boss invites the staff and his family. Every Friday he gives money 

saying: this is for your kids’ school needs. The relationship was like between families. 

Until one day there is an activity where there is a conflict of interest (pause) the staff 

says, this cannot be like this, Sir. Then you can already guess (pause) the boss will bring 

up the part where he gives money every week for the staff’s family. [Edi, government 

employee] 

This quote illustrates that to resist corruption means risking relations with those you 

consider family and risking jobs. Here the interviewee constructed corruption as 

protecting the family although in other examples interviewees also indicated that 

corruption harms the family, especially when the religious discourse around pure vs. 

impure wealth is being mobilised. As Ana put it: 

…sometimes when we’re having a chat I ask (pause) is that OK, brother, you feed your 

children with such (impure) money? [Ana, government employee] 

This meaning of corruption and the importance of family, both in which corruption may 

protect or damage it, is constructed rather strongly in this group which makes it quite 

distinct from other groups. Interviewees in this group made more mention of family 

issues or family members in their constructions of corruption, showing how central this 

topic is in how corruption is understood by people working in government. Corruption 

works both ways: it can help the family, it can also harm it. For family reasons, people 

may be forced or motivated to engage in corruption.  

 

State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) 

This group consisted of professionals holding various positions within State-

Owned Enterprises operating in different sectors, particularly mining. They argued that 

stopping corruption is difficult because it means cutting people off from their income. 

Tama, a high-ranking official in one of the state-owned mining companies, talked about 

his experience overseeing a company procurement process in which he had to counter 

another person’s (corrupt) offering. He conveyed that people react unfavourably to anti-

corruption measures because these remove their source of income and/or threaten their 

position. The use of ‘eat’ [makan] suggests the sensitivity of the practice as a means of 

maintaining one’s standard of living. He elaborated: 



118 

 

Regarding the company business (pause) this is complicated. Sometimes in a business 

deal, say a person makes 100 profits (pause) some people do this (pause) they make 100 

profits. Apparently that makes the company spend more than it needs to. With a process 

of creating value the cost can go down. It should not be 100, but only 50. For me, 

instead of 100 I will go for 50. We can save the company’s money. Don’t push for 100. 

But other people will get angry. Hey, how many years have you been enjoying [makan] 

this? If you want to make changes you have to let go of your cut too. [Tama, SOE 

employee] 

In addition to arguing that corruption helps people secure their regular income, the 

above quote also suggests that corruption has long been an accepted practice to many. 

Corruption is difficult to remove because trying to stop it risks disturbing the status quo, 

troubling social harmony and endangering co-operative working relationships with 

people who benefited from the practice. In Tama’s case in particular, promoting change 

in line with anti-corruption messages risks his relationships and also his position 

because people would react unfavourably (from spreading rumours to organising 

protests) if their income was removed. However, due to his position within the 

organisation, Tama was still able to exercise some agency in terms of initiating a system 

which, in some cases, helps him reduce corruption. 

That is why to avoid these sorts of (corrupt) practices I initiated a focus group 

discussion (pause) all project proposals need to convince more than one person. There is 

A, B, C. There is risk management aspect, strategic project management, corporate 

finance. Six to seven people gathered to decide to go or not to go with what is being 

proposed... 

We need to systematically organise this. So that there will be no corruption. [Tama, 

SOE employee]  

Business owners 

The business owner group talked about corruption as maintaining social 

obligations such as in thanking other people for their service and in giving charity. 

Businesses often referred to public officials as the ‘less fortunate’ and described them in 

terms of their ‘lack of professionalism’ and ‘low salary’. Business people indicated they 

feel obliged to lend their hand by giving gifts to support the ‘underpaid’ officials. 

Similar to the anti-corruption group, they also constructed different types of corruption, 
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some of which were more or less acceptable. For example, they find it acceptable if 

officials ask for some reward at the end of a project (similar to a ‘tip’), but not at the 

beginning. To share one’s bounty [bagi-bagi] is considered good and natural. As Roni 

put it: 

Well, for us (pause) it’s not a problem for us to share (our gain) [bagi-bagi]. If the 

project has started, it is funded by the bank, is running, there is a stream of revenue. 

Donating for the national park (pause) it’s understandable. But (it’s not appropriate) if 

they ask (for money) when we haven’t even started yet. [Roni, business owner]  

Rama, who also runs his own business and has experience dealing with officials, told 

his story of being asked for bribes which the other party considers as infaq, a concept of 

charity in Islam.  

He said, “just consider it donations to the District-Owned Enterprise.” Indeed, what he 

was asking was not too big, not too small. (I responded), “to be honest, I will be audited 

(pause) I don’t know how to deal with that. (He answered), “well, you can arrange it, 

Sir. Just consider it charity [infaq].” [Rama, business owner] 

Rama did not challenge the use of infaq, which suggested that he approved the idea of 

business making donations to government, but he argued that if the payment were to be 

called infaq, it should be done voluntarily, as a way of saying thanks. He elaborated his 

experience of obtaining a permit to develop a government-owned mineral asset as 

follows: 

When you’re talking about developing this asset (pause) if we have developed it, I do 

not deny, I like to give some pocket money [uang saku] to the team. If it becomes a 

success, I will, certainly, give him a sign of thank you [tanda terima kasih]. And it will 

be of material value. Although it is not an obligation. Then and only then you can call it 

infaq. So to be honest, giving money, that’s part of the business conduct here. [Rama, 

business owner] 

As mentioned previously, this group is distinctive in their views of corruption in 

terms of their support for giving gifts to government officials. They argued that saying 

thank you by giving money or other forms of gifts is part of the Indonesian cultural 

identity. They agreed to the common portrayal of business people being the ‘more 

fortunate/rich’ and government agents being the ‘less fortunate’ and ‘low-paid self-
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serving individuals looking to extract as much rent as they can while they are in power’. 

Roni, for example, used the metaphors of ‘wet’ versus ‘dry’ which represent high versus 

low income sections in the government and elaborated his story of being asked for 

bribes by one official who suggested that his section was a ‘dry’ one. With high ranking 

officials only holding office only for a certain period, Roni understood that collecting 

bribes allows them to accumulate the wealth that would not normally be available to 

them. 

In their mind they think, this is my gain today (pause) I don’t know if tomorrow I will 

still be in office. They are being upfront. Sir, we are ‘dry’ here, this is our only catch 

[dapat]. [Roni, business owner] 

Private employees 

This group consisted of members of business organisations in various positions. 

First and foremost, they viewed corruption as necessary to get things done. On top of 

this, similar to the business owner group, they often portrayed government officials as 

‘unprofessional’ and ‘underpaid’. More importantly, they invoked the concept of 

Eastern people [orang Timur] and Eastern culture in their constructions of why 

corruption is hard to stop. The private employees, however, are different to the business 

owners in which they tend to frame certain practices as a cultural baggage (i.e., 

corruption is necessary to avoid ‘social punishment’), instead of a voluntary expression 

of their cultural identity.  

Awan, for example, illustrated how people in Eastern culture are part of a 

network of relationships which entails certain rights and obligations. The construction 

of the relationship between the rich and the poor; the haves and the have nots; the 

fortunate and the less fortunate dictates that people are required to behave in a certain 

way in order to maintain harmony. Rich people have to be generous to the poor. 

Eastern people (pause) they have social punishments. Rich people who are stingy 

(pause) the social punishment is just to let him be (in trouble). We can be courteous but 

we can be the cruellest community when it comes to social punishment. Our community 

will not accept a successful person who forgets his/her position in society. [Awan, 

private employee] 

Awan then gave an example where his organisation was expected to hand out donations 

to local authorities to support their local event. He indicated that such a gesture is 
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necessary as it is mandated by the culture15 and preferable when the alternative is giving 

hard cash to officials.  

You live in a village, want to build a lavish mansion, the surrounding is still poor, we 

will create social tensions. Even though that is 100% our right. As part of the haves, 

when it is the 17th of August (Indonesia’s Independence Day), and we are short of cash, 

you do not need to say anything, just by the look of your eye you have to (pause) (offer 

help) OK, Sir (pause) to the Head of the Local Neighborhood, we will provide the stage 

and the balloons. [Awan, private employee] 

In addition to practicing the culture, interviewees in this group constructed the meaning 

of corruption as preserving livelihood. Yeni, for example, talked about corruption as 

being difficult to avoid because without it the business will suffer and consequently 

many lives will be adversely affected. She indicated that her organisation often got 

asked for money either from journalists to prevent bad publicity or from government 

officials to secure projects. Requests from journalists often got turned down but requests 

from officials were fulfilled because it was done to protect the jobs of many. As she put 

it: 

But if it concerns the business (pause) either we follow or we die. If it concerns the cash 

flow, it’s a different story. It concerns many people's lives. [Yeni, private employee] 

Yeni argued that bribing government is not only practical, but it serves to protect the 

donor from the broader social and economic consequence of having to push people into 

unemployment. To Yeni, corruption has two functions: it helps her company gain 

money in the midst of financial pressures and it saves the jobs of many people as it 

helps to ensure that the company stays afloat. When corruption is removed from the 

equation, the company would not survive and the workers would have to lose their jobs. 

Furthermore, she asserted that payment to officials is not an issue for businesses which 

are financially strong. In the quotes that follow, she discussed the different ways of 

delivering money to officials, illustrating the risk and the danger involved in such 

practices which she sees as essential in order to make things work for the organisation. 

                                                        
15 For a more detailed discussion on how gifts are perceived in Indonesia, please see Verhezen, Peter. "Gifts and 

alliances in Java." Ethical Perspectives 9.1 (2005): 56-65. 
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Strong companies with sound macro economics (pause) I do not think anyone is making 

an issue out of this. It’s just the mode of delivery that is the problem. There used to be a 

sterile area16 exists at San Diego cemetery (pause) now the place is no longer sterile any 

more. Then we use the mode of leaving a motorcycle at basement (pause) exchange 

keys (pause) they found out last year. [Yeni, private employee] 

Yeni also reflected on her story, admitting that some people would regard much of what 

she reveals as unscrupulous and unacceptable business practice. She was aware of the 

controversy which her actions could spark and held a dual perspective on her own role – 

perceiving how it looked from her position and that of her colleagues inside the business 

and how this contrasted with how such practices look to others outside her group of 

colleagues. She then stated that the practices her company engaged in were also about 

caring about other people’s lives. 

Oh my God (pause) if other people listen (pause) we are like a bunch of crooks. But for 

us, all of that was done because we care about our people (pause) they also have 

families. It’s painful for us. [Yeni, Private employee] 

Yeni presented a story in which two different interests or goals have to be managed. She 

understood how other people may judge her actions, but she also thought that to 

abandon the company’s interest may harm more people, especially people in her care. 

To choose corruption is not an easy decision: 

...(if we have the option) we will definitely say no to this system. We are like under gun 

point. There’s no option. [Yeni, private employee] 

Along the same lines, Awan questioned the labelling of certain actions as corruption 

when these happen in difficult situations in which people are often left with no choice 

but to engage in it in order to ensure that their organisation can remain a going concern: 

...because all of this is simply about the issue of survival. If we are in that position 

(pause) my company will die (without corruption), this means we are forced to go there. 

But in the eye of law, he becomes the guilty one. This is a very thin line (pause) are we 

able to choose to die rather than to be corrupt? Or is the essence of our existence to 

survive? [Awan, private employee] 

                                                        
16 I interpreted ‘sterile area’ as an area obscured from police surveillance 
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As discussed, business people, particularly the private employee group, argued that their 

actions ‘get the job done’, they are consistent with the ‘norm’ and necessary to protect 

the interest of the workers in the organisation. Despite expressing their disapproval of 

‘corruption’ in various forms, the private employees asserted that certain practices are 

crucial to the survival of the organisations and their members, which is a meaning of 

corruption often muted in the broader anti-corruption discourse. 

In support of their argument that corruption simply gets the job done, some 

private employees also challenged the labelling of certain practices as corrupt, insisting 

that they are made necessary as a result of faulty government procurement systems, and 

that no noteworthy corruption ensues because the person involved in the transaction 

does not enjoy any significant material advantage or there is no evidence of ‘self-

enrichment’. Guna illustrated the practice of mark-up in government procurement and 

argued that those practices are just too common and are not done for the individual’s 

own benefit and hence should not be considered as corruption: 

(People in) government will have a different view. They are being chased by the KPK. 

They might go to jail. Which I understand. (While actually) you are not sure whether 

there is corruption motive or not. It is not to enrich oneself. [Guna, private employee] 

The categorisation of corruption was also being challenged by those who framed 

corruption as an ‘efficiency problem’. Corruption is not a problem of unscrupulous 

individuals and it is not unique to government; it is a problem of a system which fails to 

ensure efficient use of resources. As Jeffry put it: 

In the private sector – corruption is just as bad. There are many reputable companies, 

which procurement system is just crazy... 

In the private sector, corruption is called inefficiency. Enterprise resource planning and 

others (pause) are to reduce leakage. For corporations it’s a leakage ... 

They make a system to make people less likely to corrupt. [Jeffry, private employee] 

 The meanings discussed above serve to challenge the dominant portrayal of corruption 

as a self-motivated self-enriching action and complicate further the criminalisation of 

those actions that are done to survive a ‘broken system’. This shows that the meanings 

of corruption vary depending on the context in which practices occur as well as the 

different interests of the actors involved.  
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Other (Lawyers, Accountants, Academics, etc) 

This group consisted of people from various professions which do not belong in 

the other groups and includes lawyers, accountants and university professors. This 

group provides a variety of examples suggesting that corruption is unstoppable because 

rejecting it costs people their social relations. Interviewees in this group talked about the 

difficulty of disengaging from corruption because corruption is done collectively by 

many and is seen as normal. For example, Tosan, below, talked about his brother who 

was a legislator and was being confronted by his colleagues because he refused to 

engage in corruption. Using ‘eat’ [makan], he stressed that payments associated with 

corruption are hard to abolish because that is how people support themselves in terms of 

maintaining a certain standard of living. To try to stop it or even to show disapproval 

towards the practice will cost someone’s social relations and undermine their capacity to 

live peacefully. 

Take my brother as an example. He is a district legislator. He is the only one who does 

not accept envelope [amplop]. To eat [makan] from a check, he won’t do it. Then 

everybody makes him an enemy. I told him, just hold on. I also do the same. That is an 

example. So, sometimes as individuals, if we refuse corruption, we will create enemies. 

One or two platoon (of enemies). While in reality we want to live in harmony. [Tosan, 

NGO employee] 

In another example, Tosan argued that Indonesians have social obligations which 

motivated them to embrace corruption. He described that cultural practices such as the 

giving of gifts in wedding celebrations paved the way for corruption. In Indonesia, it is 

customary for people to give money or an ‘envelope’ to newly married couples. The 

higher the social status, the higher the amount one needs to give. In the example below, 

he showed that highly-ranked officials are expected to give money by the amount of 1 

million Rupiahs at a minimum for each wedding they attend, which disproportionately 

puts a burden on their 7,5 million monthly salary.  

You just go around and ask, a first echelon, how much do they get? 7,5 million. With a 

high social activity (pause) wedding invitations on the weekends (pause) how can they 

only give 500 thousand? That (wedding gift) alone already costs 1 million (pause) in the 

end, they need to look (for an extra income). [Tosan, NGO employee] 
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Interviewees also highlighted the social and encapsulating nature of corruption, for 

instance when corruption was metaphorically described in terms of a ‘dirty womb’ 

which gives birth to corrupt leaders. A ‘dirty womb’ can be interpreted as a place where 

bad leaders are produced and bad practices flourish. Leaders who are born out of a 

corrupt social environment are likely to grow up to become corrupt persons.  

It will be good if the businessman who enters politics is the one who is hard working, 

with legitimate means, not seeking rents, but real business. Hopefully he will have the 

idealism to simplify the (government) process. But if he was born out of a dirty womb, 

he is born ‘cloudy’ [butek]. [Syarif, lawyer] 

Thus, this group focused more on the social nature of corruption and the negative 

consequence of ignoring this aspect of the problem. The construction of corruption as a 

common practice, shared and embraced by many, is very strong in this group, 

highlighting the costs of abandoning it. To remove corruption would mean cutting 

people off from their social relations and their support system. Corrupt persons are not 

born overnight, they are created by the system that gives them support or 

encouragement and rewards their compliance. If the system was corrupt, then the person 

raised in it would be corrupt too. 

The solutions to corruption 

The second category of meanings was inferred based on interviewees’ talk about 

possible solutions to corruption. Patterns were found in interviewees’ responses in 

which three different but related solutions were argued. The first two solutions are built 

upon the previously discussed concepts in anti-corruption discourse: ‘corruption due to 

system’ and ‘corruption due to person’. In proposing to ‘fix the system’, interviewees 

from different groups argued that corruption occurs because the current system is 

failing. Followed by ‘fix the person’ in which they believe corruption happens due to 

corrupt individuals resulting from miseducation and Indonesia’s colonised past and, 

lastly, ‘get the right leader’ referring to the belief that a strong leader can provide the 

key to eradicating corruption. I will explain each of these solutions in turn. 

 

‘Fix the system’ 

The first solution pertains to building or fixing the system, pointing to the lack 

or the absence of a good administrative or bureaucratic system. Here, interviewees 

constructed corruption as a consequence of various government loopholes or failures. 
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Problems such as low salaries, a bad recruitment system, and poor public service 

provision were repeatedly mentioned. In short, it was argued that ‘faulty’ or ‘broken 

government’ all leads to corruption. As Anto, an anti-corruption promoter put it: 

For example, the simplest will be about police fines. Come on, just pay on the spot. You 

don’t want to go to court. So the problem is in the system. Because if you go to court it 

will be complicated, there you have to pay the scalpers, everyone becomes a pessimist. 

[Anto, anti-corruption promoter] 

He further explained that solving corruption requires serious efforts in setting up a good 

system.  

So in eradicating corruption (pause) on top of campaigning, you have to catch (bad 

guys), to apprehend, you must also build a system. If you only do (anti-corruption) 

education (pause) that is rubbish, you will get tired, you exhaust your energy, catching 

the bad guys, but you don’t fix the system, it will continue like that. [Anto, anti-

corruption promoter] 

Other interviewees suggested that system-centred solutions are needed in various areas 

of government work, including in politics and in enforcing laws and regulations. Rio, 

for example, illustrated that even when other things fail, the law has to be enforced in 

order to reduce corruption. With strong law enforcement, bad guys can be punished and 

public interest will be maintained. Rio said: 

Indeed (pause) to reduce corruption, it takes more than one sector. There needs to be a 

restructuring of the political system and bureaucracy. Also the legal system. When the 

law gives way to politics, we are done. Politics becomes more dominant than law 

enforcement. When business people do wrong but stay protected. The law has to be put 

forward. It sits higher. Then we start thinking about restructuring other things. Any 

country with any kind of system will focus on the legal aspect. No matter how wild the 

politics is, if the law is enforced, then people’s interests will be protected. [Rio, anti-

corruption promoter] 

Accompanying this construction of a ‘broken system’, a small group of interviewees 

gave their accounts of setting up their own ‘system’ which insulated them from 

corruption. Faced with pressures to engage in practices many labelled as corruption, 

they initiated a system of checks and balances through which they used anti-corruption 

messages to avoid practices they do not approve of. As Lukman put it: 
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I created a system there. No one can intervene. Not even me. I cannot meddle around in 

that project. I have an independent team as the selection team. I invited independent 

professionals. [Lukman, anti-corruption promoter] 

Interviewees admitted that it took a while to make adjustments and relieve tensions in 

relationships considering the long-standing tradition of gift-exchange in Indonesia. 

Through intense and delicately managed verbal communications and by referring to the 

newly introduced ‘systems and regulations’, they were able to ‘dodge’ corruption.  

For example, (when you deal) with the legislator, there is (a habit of giving) holiday 

bonus, they will ask (from you). OK. But there is a way to say no. It’s a matter how you 

communicate. Communication is an art. The way you communicate (pause) the way we 

don’t offend their feelings or make them lose their face (pause) this is an art. [Tama, 

SOE employee] 

Thus, in recommending ‘fix the system’, most interviewees portrayed corruption as 

something which may not be the responsibility of every individual, but of those in 

power (particularly in government). First and foremost, corruption happens because the 

government fails to provide its employees with adequate salary and to ensure public 

service is managed effectively and transparently and laws enforced consistently. The 

nuance in this solution is that the meaning of corruption as a ‘broken system’ was 

accompanied by talk about introducing a system that is ‘corruption-proof’ which works 

to alleviate some of the tensions in interviewees’ individual life situations. 

  

‘Fix the person’ 

Interviewees also indicated a solution around fixing the people considered prone 

to corruption, i.e., members of business or government who have discretionary power. 

In interviews, the corrupt person or ‘bad apple’ is often described as a self-serving 

individual who ignores their conscience, their soul, implying that anti-corruption efforts 

should be directed towards improving one’s character either through religious or other 

education that targets the ‘character’ or ‘mentality’ of the people concerned and 

Indonesians in general. As Tatang, a business owner, said: 
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But what is important is, what I said earlier. Sportsmanship, not foul, fair. You need to 

develop that. So the education system needs to be restored... 

The soul is being ignored. The matter of the soul revolves around two things: to be 

honest and not foul. [Tatang, business owner] 

Other interviewees asserted that Indonesians are too ‘result-oriented’ and missing out on 

character-focused education which could guard people against corrupt behaviour, 

including plagiarism. Rani, below, used the example of a famous case whereby a high-

profile professor allegedly plagiarised to create one of his works. 

...it starts from education. From you were little (pause) primary school kids (pause) 

what matters are just their grades. The process is not important. You don’t care if they 

cheat in exams. Can you imagine? A person like Anggito Abimanyu plagiarised? 

Because since little (he is) used to that (pause) education since you were little, you take 

with you until you become an adult. How you are nurtured. You see rich people can do 

those things (pause) you also engage in corruption. You want to be rich. You justify all 

means [menghalalkan segala cara]. [Rani, government employee] 

Aside from miseducation, some interviewees argued that Indonesians’ problematic 

‘character’ or ‘mentality’ is partly a result of its colonised past. Being occupied by the 

Dutch for 350 years, Indonesians’ development has been hampered including in the 

formation of their character, personal ethics and morality. Interviewees suggested that, 

due to their colonised past, Indonesians became lazy, unruly, and mischievous. They 

always want short-cuts, and would justify all means to generate wealth without any 

sense of shame or dignity. This is obvious, for example, in the habit of asking for 

money [minta] from officials, which in turn, motivates officials to engage in corruption. 

Syarif, a legal consultant, described: 

Our people only know about asking for money. They enjoy being the lower hand 

[tangan dibawah]. That kind of mentality (pause) they come knocking on our officials’ 

door... [Syarif, legal consultant] 

Lukman, below, similarly portrayed corruption as something that occurred as a result of 

a long period of colonisation. Indonesians, he argued, possess a certain mentality that 
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does not motivate them to work hard. They instead want the easiest, quickest way to 

achieve success: 

...‘colonised nation’ mentality. ‘Poor people’ mentality. They don’t want to work hard 

to get what is better for them. They look for the easy way. [Lukman, anti-corruption 

promoter] 

Interviewees also constructed an ‘Indonesian mentality’ that is a product of bad 

parenting, is hard to change and is the root cause of corruption. Indonesians are said to 

be raised by parents who like to spoil their children and, unknowingly, destroy their 

children’s fighting spirit and confidence, argued Tosan: 

...because they are not trained to face problems in life. They are always protected by 

their parents with money and facility. This problem of corruption is also about 

personality. Indonesians are fragile, (they) have no fighting spirit. Corrupt people are 

lazy people, they don’t believe in their own ability. [Tosan, NGO employee] 

At the same time, despite such negative descriptions of individual identity, some 

interviewees invoked the idea of a more positive national identity in a transformed 

Indonesia which has a promising future. This view holds that the current conception of 

the individual identity of Indonesians as having a corrupt mentality should and could be 

transformed into the identity of an Indonesia which prospers. This Indonesia is held to 

be ‘rich in natural resources’, ‘has a sizable market’ and could one day become one of 

the world’s greatest nations. Central to this conception is the conviction that it is the 

individual mentality which results in corruption and that this is keeping Indonesia from 

realising its full potential, which many Indonesians may not realise yet foreigners have 

identified. As Lisa put it: 

But I believe this country got a lot of good things (pause) it will be such a shame if we 

don’t (pause) it’s not because I’m nationalistic. I just see it’s a shame (pause) (even) 

foreigners see the potentials. [Lisa, anti-corruption promoter] 

In addition to poor education and having a specific kind of character and 

mentality, corruptors were described by the interviewees as people who abandon their 

heart. Corruption is a form of impurity because to engage in corruption means ignoring 

the heart and following the brain, where the latter is considered less pure than the 

former. Fighting corruption requires one to act according to what the heart says, not the 
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brain. Rani, below, suggested that people should be equipped with the ability to follow 

their heart and be God-fearing. 

Just because he listens more to the brain instead of to his heart, he puts his heart aside. 

His heart says don’t give it. That’s it. A person with a position has to be prepared to 

face issues that are against (pause) (his) principles. Have the courage to say no. The risk 

is to lose one’s position. What is a position anyway? A person with a position is 

answerable to the Creator. That is terrifying. [Rani, government employee]  

While Edi, another government employee spoke of making collective efforts to have a 

working environment in which good characters or piety and integrity can be cultivated. 

He restated his superior’s speech that in order to stay away from corruption, people are 

expected to hold on to their faith, to have self-control and to free themselves from the 

pursuit of material wealth. 

For things like this, it all comes down to faith. I cannot watch you 24 hours a day. A 

supervisor or a boss (said) (pause) what you do outside the office with internet, cell 

phone (pause) if what you are looking for is just material things... [Edi, government 

employee] 

This second solution around ‘fixing the person’ is somewhat consistent with the 

broader anti-corruption discourse which puts individuals at the centre of corruption. 

Interviewees agreed that anti-corruption efforts should target the person concerned. It 

should discipline and punish those in power, as mostly argued by government officials 

who believed that figures in power (mostly in government but also in business) hold the 

key to eradicating corruption.  

The unique aspect of the person-centred approach in the Indonesian context 

centres around the pivotal role of religion, as interviewees brought in various aspects of 

religious discourse in their story-telling. To alter one’s character or personality or to 

‘de-corrupt’ a person, interviewees often invoked ‘going back to faith or religion’. To 

invoke ‘religion’ suggests individuals’ agency to change behaviour and to reach the 

‘right’ decision when confronted with an ethical dilemma is limited. This view sees 

corruption as a complex phenomenon where human intervention alone does not work. 

Hence, according to this view, humans are helpless in the face of corruption and only 

divine intervention can ensure they will free themselves from its insidious web and do 

the right thing.  
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‘Get the right leader’ 

The third solution arose as individuals referred to the need for Indonesia to get 

the right leader. Such a solution is based on three ideas. First, interviewees argued that 

corruption is very hard to dismantle and so a ‘hero’, an extraordinary person with an 

extraordinary approach, is needed. This construction of corruption as invincible was 

illustrated by Siska, who argued that corruption is such a widely shared practice and that 

attempts to eradicate it will result in chaos. Showing a sense of despair in illustrating 

how corruption is unstoppable, she said: 

(Everyone is corrupt) from the top to the bottom (pause) where do you want to stop it? 

Those people at the top are sometimes untouchable too. [Siska, private employee] 

Along the same lines, Rahmat, a senior government official, also argued that corruption 

seems unstoppable. He initially asserted that there is nothing that can be done in order to 

remove corruption except to wait for the ‘corrupt generation’ to finish their term in 

office. Later, he suggested that ‘the right leader’ would help to absorb all the shocks 

coming from introducing the radical changes which would be needed to remove 

embedded practices. 

Just let this generation fade out on its own. Unless, there is a strong leadership. That’s 

what I am seeing. (There will be) chaos. But (the leader) dares to overcome. Please 

endure this for now, I guarantee it will get better in the future (pause) that is the leader 

(we need). The kind of leader who has courage. [Rahmat, government employee] 

The second reason posited as part of the argument that a strong leader is needed 

to overcome corruption arises out of the view that Indonesia is a ‘paternalistic’ nation: 

In other words that Indonesians respect and rely on their leaders to induce them to strive 

to overcome difficulties such as the pressing need to succeed in implementing anti-

corruption policies. Interviewees invoked this ‘paternalistic’ character to describe how 

Indonesians always look up to their leaders and follow their examples. At the same 

time, this means that Indonesians’ fear of, or regard for, their leaders could also limit 

any attempts to instigate change. A pro-change leader must be able to show his/her 

strength, to discipline the whole nation and to make it ‘start with a clean slate’. As 

Jeffry put it: 
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Our country is a paternalistic country. But we need our leader. We have to be able to 

say (pause) what happens in the past is history. This is the new era. You have to prove 

you are not corrupt. [Jeffry, private employee] 

The third argument as to why a strong leader is essential to overcoming 

corruption holds that instigating an anti-corruption campaign involves radical changes. 

The right, extraordinary, heroic leader is needed to implement those radical changes. 

Without a courageous leader, corruption would not stop. This is because interviewees 

believed corruption continues because people are afraid to introduce changes into the 

system and to ‘endure the process’. Such fear comes from the assumed understanding 

that anti-corruption policies are likely to face serious resistance because they involve 

removing people’s source of income and threatening their relationships. Courageous 

leaders, such as Jokowi and Ahok (then Governor and Vice-Governor of DKI Jakarta) 

are able to overcome such resistance, as Parka argued: 

We need to find leaders like Jokowi, like Ahok. For the time being, they are the ones 

that we need. (They have) no baggage. They dare to implement. To implement is our 

task, said Ahok. All the programs are there. People are lazy to endure the process, a 

change takes time… What is special about Jokowi and Ahok is that they are patient to 

follow it and they dare to implement. We need people like him at the top position. 

[Parka, anti-corruption promoter] 

The three solutions which interviewees suggested paint a picture of corruption as 

difficult to remove. Moving from ‘fix the system’, ‘fix the person’ and ‘get the right 

leader’, interviewees expressed different emotions from confusion, uncertainty, 

desperation, fear and hope. Portraying the responsibility of fighting corruption as resting 

in hands of the ‘hero-like’ leader and not in the hands of ‘common people like us’, 

however, may be interpreted as a lack of people’s sense of agency in responding to anti-

corruption messages. On the other hand, it is important to note that the centrality of the 

role of a leader in what is seen as ‘paternalistic’ Indonesia may also be attributed to the 

upcoming presidential election.  

 

Meanings by group – how to solve corruption 

To this end, I have presented three meanings which relate to the solution to 

corruption. All groups shared the emphasis on people, system, and leader although some 

groups leant more towards one over the other (see Table 5.3). The anti-corruption 
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promoters for example, whose work was more focused on building systems, argued 

more strongly around ‘fix the system’. The government and SOEs’ employee group 

gave more prominence towards ‘fix the person’, while the business owner and private 

employee groups argued for ‘fix the system’ to protect them from ‘crooked individuals’. 

I will now look at how the above meanings are discussed in each of the groups. 

Table 5.3 Meanings by groups – how to solve corruption 

  

Anti-

corruption 

promoters 

 

 

Government 

 

SOEs 

 

Business 

owners 

 

Private 

employees 

 

Other 

 

Dominant 

meanings 

around how 

to solve 

corruption 

 

 

Fix the 

system, get 

the right 

leader 

 

Fix the 

person 

 

Fix the 

person, get 

the right 

leader 

 

Fix the 

system 

 

Fix the 

system, get 

the right 

leader 

 

Fix the 

system 

 

Anti-corruption promoters 

This group showed a preference towards setting up better government systems 

as solutions to corruption. Some interviewees showed a sense of helplessness and 

confusion as to whether corruption is due to the person or the system as they discussed 

‘unlikely’ cases where corruption still happens in institutions primarily targeted for 

reform and is involving seemingly ‘good’ individuals. In the end, they argued for the 

lack of a good and reliable system as one of the main reasons for corruption, hence the 

solution.  

So, whether it’s a system or person problem (pause) I believe the system needs to 

change. Is it the person or the system? Just like chicken and egg (pause) I believe the 

system has to change. So if the system is good (pause) now I am confused. I believe if 

the system is good people will follow. If it’s bad, there will be new ideas to improve the 

system. So I believe it starts with the system. [Bagus, anti-corruption promoter]  

Their pattern of arguments typically started with a discussion of morality and so the 

solution to corruption was to improve people’s morality. However, they later indicated 

that morality was difficult to measure and that altering people’s moral values was rather 

too challenging or offers no certainty as it deals with people’s inaccessible conscience. 

Morality is the authority of God and is therefore beyond human’s control, argued Sudi: 
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... because the problem is the problem of morality. We are entering the moral territory 

(pause) which is actually the territory of Allah (God in Islam). [Sudi, anti-corruption 

promoter] 

As a result, many anti-corruption campaigners gave more prominence to the ‘fix the 

system’ solution. Anti-corruption promoters argued that corruption could be eliminated 

by introducing transparency into government processes. Corruption happens because 

much of government work is not made clear and simple. 

The key is transparency. The medium can be ICT (information, communication, and 

technology), computers, reduce face-to-face interaction, three days then it’s done, 

transfer via bank transfer. Send receipt here. If you want it delivered there is an extra 

charge this much.[Parka, anti-corruption promoter] 

Despite this strong emphasis on improving the system, interviewees within this group 

also suggested that genuine commitment from leaders was also key. Leaders need to be 

brave to implement change and punish those who refuse to comply. 

… it’s about the mindset, some are enjoying their comfort zone, some do want to 

change but slowly. It goes back to the political will of the people in power (pause) who 

are they? The president, leader of the House, the heads of state bodies, ministers with 

strategic positions. When they say A, the subordinates also say A. When they make 

mistakes, fire them. That simple, choose a leader who want to make a change, care 

about people’s welfare, they will fix the system. [Anto, anti-corruption promoter] 

Interviewees suggested that leaders who have courage are those with no vested interest. 

This seems to be consistent with the idea of corruption embedded in the system, that in 

order to dislodge corruption, interviewees argued that we need a leader who ‘carries no 

baggage’ from the existing system. A leader who simply looks at a problem and thinks 

of a solution, with no conflict of interest, should be able to put a stop to corruption. 

Lisa, an anti-corruption promoter, illustrated the success of Jokowi who, she argued, 

was the right kind of leader who can solve corruption: 

Tanah Abang has traffic jams. In the markets (pause) Jokowi sees what’s needed. He 

goes there. People sell goods on the streets (pause) he removes them. Now how to get 

them into the building? Low rents. No rents. Clean up the streets (pause) and people see 

the impact. We want a city that is greener. Park (pause) all revitalised. Why is he able to 

do that? He has no vested interest. 
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This is my duty. My money is this much and I need to use it for this and that (pause) he 

has no burden to steal (money). [Lisa, anti-corruption promoter] 

Overall, this group argued for the importance of a strong leader and for fixing the 

system as solutions to corruption. They believed that Indonesians need a ‘hero’ who can 

revitalise the system and put a stop to corruption.  

 

Government  

In addition to focusing on ‘fix the person’, this particular group drew attention to 

the strong family relationship between work colleagues which may facilitate or limit 

anti-corruption campaigns. Most interviewees argued that people who have a ‘good 

character’ and ‘use their heart more than their brain’, will be able to resist corruption. 

Rani, a government agent suggested that officials who understand that his/her positions 

come from God, will be amanah or trustworthy/accountable, because they are 

answerable to God and God only. Rani believed that God-fearing people are able to 

resist corruption.  

People (say they) face pressure? Because they are not trustworthy/accountable 

[amanah]. If they are accountable, they will not fear other people. They will fear Allah 

as the one who entrusted them with power. Just because he listens more to his heart than 

his brain (pause) he gets rid of his heart. While actually his heart in the first instance 

already says: I don’t want to do it. [Rani, government employee] 

Similar to Rani, Edi argued for the importance of religion or faith in stopping corruption 

in his current working environment, referring to ‘past times’ when corruption was more 

rampant and the environment was more corrupt and less religious. Edi felt he was in a 

‘safe environment’ because a religious working atmosphere could protect him from 

corruption. 

For example, a senior person (once told me). I am a four generation personnel, I have 

experienced all the bad people from earlier generations. And this is the first time my 

integrity is being kept. 

I often say to myself ‘Oh Allah, praise be to you this is my working environment’ 

surrounded by good people, who have integrity, the same understanding about 

corruption (pause) leave corruption behind. [Edi, government agent] 
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At the same time, Edi drew attention to the collective spirit in his organisation that 

should corruption be detected within it, it would be addressed gradually [pelan-pelan], 

because ‘we are one big family’. 

We are one big family, if we found out, we will fix it gradually. For example (if we) 

found out someone (is corrupt) (pause) it will take time (to solve it). [Edi, government 

agent] 

The quote above also suggested that fighting corruption takes time because corruption 

has been a part of the organisation for generations. Moreover, removing practices by 

punishing people in a confrontational way is not possible because it runs counter to the 

idea that ‘we are one big family’.  

 

State-Owned Enterprises (SOEs) 

In line with ‘fix the person’ argument, interviewees working for SOEs in this 

group argued that the key to corruption is to ‘instil values’ within people, be it ‘religious 

values’ or ‘universal moral values’. Instilling values was considered more effective 

because interviewees believed there is no system that could completely eradicate 

corruption. Some interviewees argued that individuals involved in corruption are 

accountable for their behaviour and therefore any change program should be directed 

towards changing the behaviour of those individuals from ‘within’. As Habibie put it: 

Actually, what really important is (pause) this sounds normative (pause) but it is 

religion. If we have a strong foundation in religion, we will not be tempted. Whatever 

the temptation is. (Because) any system has a loophole. [Habibie, SOE employee] 

At the same time, however, Habibie also acknowledged that to follow one’s conscience 

is not the kind of risk that everyone wants to take.  

I know some people who were quite idealist and eventually got kicked aside ... if you 

don’t follow orders (pause) (you’re doomed). That is hard. [Habibie, SOE employee] 

 

Private employee 

In contrast with the previous two groups, interviewees in this group tend to point 

to ‘fix the system’, by arguing for the need of a ‘better system’ that can guard against 

corruption. As an example, in the quote below, Jeffry, a senior manager, argued that 
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corruption can be solved by putting a ‘good system’ in place, in order to protect against 

‘human weaknesses’, which is the underlying cause of corruption. 

One of the places in Indonesia with many religious boarding schools is Jombang. You 

would expect everyone there is pious... 

Say you turn on a car with the key left inside and the registration. You leave it inside 

the area of the boarding school. You go pray from midday to late afternoon. What do 

you think will happen? The car will be gone, right? [Jeffry, private employee] 

Jeffry highlighted that no religious education can prevent corruption and that only an 

effective system can do so. If a ‘reliable system’ was put in place, corruption could stop. 

He made a comparison between the religious boarding school [pesantren] and one of 

the most notorious places in Jakarta, the Priok port. 

Think about the worst place. Say Priok, near the port. You park it in an official parking 

area with an alarm. You leave it for work from morning until evening. The car will still 

be there, right? So it’s not the place, it’s the system. We are torturing people by giving 

them temptations. [Jeffry, private employee] 

According to this quote, corruption should never be the responsibility of individuals. 

Corruption occurs when a ‘broken’ system meets natural, acceptable, human desire. 

Corruption is a ‘temptation’ – particularly for those with insufficient income. This may 

be reflective of the private employees’ experience where they often see themselves as 

victims of a ‘broken system’ when dealing with their ‘underpaid’ government 

counterparts. 

 

Business owners 

 Business owner interviewees suggested two different solutions for two different 

kinds of corruption. ‘Grand corruption’17 can be solved by ‘changing the political 

system’ to address whereas ‘petty corruption’ can be tackled by ‘increasing salary’. 

Here, interviewees implied that corruption was a ‘problem of the system’ rather than a 

problem of individual morality. Corruption is embedded in the system and to remove it 

we need to ‘reform’ the system. As Winto argued: 

                                                        
17 ‘Grand corruption’ is loosely defined as corruption which involves hefty payments between elite actors, 

while ‘petty corruption’ refers to corruption at the lower level, involving small money usually to expedite 

document processing 
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When the politics don’t cost much (pause) that’s why the parties are merging… 

They are merging with one another (pause) so the cost will go down. So I think there 

are two types: one (corruption) is due to politics, the other is due to low salary. Once the 

salary is increased, you see changes. The tax office is similar to banks. Their salary is 

comparable to that in banking. [Winto, business owner] 

Although interviewees in this group also discussed corruption as a set of moral 

problems, such arguments were not as prevalent as the ‘system-centred’ argument. As a 

group, business owner interviewees mostly believed that corruption can be stopped once 

a reliable system was put in place. 

 

Others (lawyers, accountants, academics, etc) 

Similar to the business owner group, interviewees in this group argued that 

corruption was a consequence of a ‘faulty’ government and public service system. They 

largely constructed a ‘mismanagement of government’ or ‘broken system’ as the culprit 

for corruption. ‘Mismanagement’ included the inflexibility of reporting in government 

programs which incentivises people to engage in corruption. As Aryo put it: 

...because the system in our country accommodates corruption. We have a work trip 

with a budget of 10 million, in reality it costs only 7 million, but our report has to read 

10 million. [Aryo, researcher] 

Apart from problematic reporting mechanisms, the ‘broken system’ was also 

constructed in the discussions around ‘low salary’. According to this group, corruption 

occurs due to ‘problematic reporting’ and also ‘low salary’ which both found roots in 

‘broken government system’. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that interviewees from different groups 

constructed multiple meanings of corruption. In summary, interviewees from different 

professional backgrounds occupying different socio-economic as well as hierarchical 

positions assigned different meanings to corruption as they constructed the identities of 

people and organisations involved in their experience of the practices associated with 

corruption. In addition, they also invoked the identity of the Indonesian people as well 

as the identity of Indonesia as a nation. 
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I will now elaborate on my findings focusing on five major issues. First, 

interviewees discussed meanings of corruption along two key identities: the identity of 

government and the identity of business people. Second, the meanings that emerged as 

interviewees drew on concepts of morality, ethics and religion with roots in Islamic 

teachings, are sometimes in tension with their understanding of national identity. The 

constructions around Indonesian identity themselves vary, which may support or 

undermine different anti-corruption perspectives. Third, the way and extent to which 

interviewees’ challenge or refute various concepts in the broader anti-corruption 

discourse varies by group and thus appears to be influenced by the identity of their 

organisation and their positions in the hierarchy. Lastly, what different interviewees 

mean by corruption can be seen as a response to the broader anti-corruption discourse. 

These different perspectives highlight the tensions in the discourse and underscore the 

limitations of existing anti-corruption approaches.  

Two key identities: government and business 

In constructing the different meanings around corruption, interviewees also 

constructed two key identities: government and business. Government agents were 

mostly described negatively using terms such as ‘lazy’, ‘unprofessional’ and socio-

economically ‘underpaid’. Reform programs around improving the salary of officials 

was often valued positively by interviewees because it addressed the ‘low salary’ 

problem.  

On the other hand, businesses were described as ‘needing to do things fast’, 

because ‘time is money’, and while occupying a position of ‘living in abundance’ they 

were nevertheless dependent on the government and often ‘abused’ by them. However, 

interviewees also suggested that business people face less pressure to show morally 

sound behaviour unlike their government counterparts who are expected to serve the 

public with ‘sincerity’ and professionalism as they are supposedly the ‘servants’ of the 

people. The economic discrepancy between the two also featured in constructions of 

their expected behaviour: businesses must share their wealth with the ‘poor’ members of 

government, while government people are expected to be more ethical and self-less in 

their conduct than the business people. Some interviewees also argued that members of 

government must remain steadfast not to engage in corruption despite their position as 

the ‘less fortunate’. 
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At the end of the day, according to many of my interviewees, it is the 

government, rather than the business, who is more responsible and worthy of 

punishment for corruption. These constructions of identities of business and government 

are often drawn upon by interviewees as they engaged in a discussion around what 

corruption means from the point of view of morality, ethics and religion, and to this I 

will now turn. 

Meanings in tension: morality, religion and identity 

Interviewees’ meanings of corruption which are anchored in morality, ethics and 

religion seem to be in conflict with culturally specific meanings of corruption around 

what it means to be Indonesian and how they see corruption and business-government 

relations. In many instances, interviewees, especially those who supported anti-

corruption initiatives, identified corruption as a problem of morality. Interviewees 

argued that Indonesians have problematic characters or ‘low moral’ standards compared 

to other nations due to their colonised past and poor education system.  

In addition, some interviewees drew strongly on religious discourse, particularly 

Islam, to frame corruption as a sin of the heart and soul and to point out how it violates 

the teaching of Islam and its holy book. In Islam, one must behave honestly and justly 

to others, only eat from halal or pure income and show gratefulness by not overly 

pursuing material wealth, which may lead to corruption. They also critiqued the shallow 

understanding of fellow Muslims who they thought have uncritically accepted 

corruption by discussing and evaluating the concepts of ‘God-fearing’, ‘rizq’ 

(provision), ‘infaq’ (alms-giving) and other religious precepts. To them, corruption 

could stop if people followed the true teachings of Islam by becoming better Muslims. 

Some others challenged the dominant conception of right and wrong following 

the constructions of the ‘broken system’, the relationship between business and 

government and the identity of an Indonesian. In the case of paying bribes to smooth out 

dealings with government, for example, interviewees asserted that making and receiving 

such payments was the right thing to do under the circumstance. They usually began by 

expressing their disapproval of the practice and describing efforts to avoid committing 

them. Yet they admitted to having engaged in corruption in order to ‘make unworkable 

system work’ or to fulfil social obligations (i.e., we are the ‘rich’, government is the 

‘poor’).  



141 

 

Here, interviewees showed the tension between supporting anti-corruption 

policies and the reality of social demands of gift-giving and maintaining relationships as 

part of their Indonesian cultural identity. I identified signs of emotion in their facial 

expressions and voice tones when interviewees constructed what it means to be an 

Indonesian, living in Indonesia (with its broken system), within Indonesian culture and 

following its local norms while at the same time facing pressures from anti-corruption 

messages.  

Interviewees’ explanations around what was going on between one’s 

organisation and corruption in an anti-corruption era demonstrated a negotiation 

between what one believes one ought to do and the ‘reality’ of their social world. From 

this angle, the anti-corruption discourse has failed to acknowledge the various costs that 

are involved when practices associated with corruption are removed.  

Bearing the various costs in mind, interviewees indicated that anti-corruption 

campaigns should take into account the complexities of everyday realities, i.e., the 

‘problematic government system’ and ‘shared norms’ which value relationships and 

protection of family interest. Corruption is, their arguments imply, hard to stop because 

stopping it costs too much. It disrupts day-to-day work, cuts people off from material 

resources and threatens people’s sense of social connectedness.  

In terms of shared understandings of being Indonesian, some interviewees 

invoked two types of identity: (1) the individual identity which serves as a 

reason/explanation for corruption and (2) the national identity which becomes the 

rationale for change. When interviewees spoke of Indonesian’s character or mentality as 

being ‘lazy’, ‘dependent on others’, ‘having instantaneous thinking’ or ‘wanting results 

but not willing to make efforts’, they painted an image of broken citizens who need 

rescuing. First and foremost, they critiqued the education system for failing to produce 

citizens with a strong ethic, who are able to work hard, uphold values and understand 

how to differentiate between their public and private roles.  

Meanwhile, some interviewees put together an image of the prosperous 

Indonesia which can be achieved by reforming or improving people’s ‘character’ or 

‘mentality’. The ‘bad traits’ need to be changed or removed in order to realise the 

country’s full potential of becoming one of the world’s greatest nations. This means that 

education needs to be revitalised; morality needs to be restored through religion. By 

removing the ‘bad traits’ in our people, Indonesia could achieve its destiny as a 

prominent country. Thus, my findings suggest that fighting corruption is not only about 
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fighting evil, but also about overcoming ‘our limitations’ and standing proud as a 

‘nation’. Thus corruption is intimately related to local constructions of national identity, 

past, present and future as well as the imagined constructions of that identity by 

significant others (such as foreign business, experts or other countries). 

Variation by group explained 

Third, looking deeper into specific groups of interviewees, I noted that the 

challenge or refutation articulated by interviewees varies by group and thus seems to be 

influenced by the identity of interviewees’ organisations, their positions as well as their 

personal backgrounds. Government employees, for example, invoked more concepts 

around the importance of religion in purifying the self, ideas of protecting relationships 

and about being emphatic towards others’ situations. The solution of ‘fix the person’ in 

particular is reflective of their bargaining position in their relationship with their private 

sector counterparts. They believed that corruption could only occur with the consent of 

the public servants concerned. 

Following the key identities discussed above, government organisations are 

different to the other groups in terms of the collective communal spirit within them and 

the relative distribution of power among their members. Members of government were 

more dependent on their colleagues and superiors and may be influenced in such a way 

in relating and responding to anti-corruption messages. Similar themes were also 

dominant in the SOEs group, noting that both organisations belong to the state. Private 

employees, on the other hand, discussed more about the need to circumvent a ‘broken 

system’ while the business owners focused on the importance of being generous in 

order to comply with the cultural code of being ‘Indonesian’. Working in a distinct 

professional culture and environment, private employees may be more influenced by the 

need for delivering results for their organisations: hence the dominant meaning was that 

corruption ‘gets things done’. Their views were also different to that of the business 

owners in terms of the way they framed the cultural identity of ‘Indonesian’. While 

business owners positioned themselves as proud and loyal members of the culture, the 

private employees invoked culture in a more ‘victimising’ sense, i.e., the ‘culture’ 

forces or leaves them with no choice but to engage in practices frequently labelled as 

corruption.  

The anti-corruption promoters were more focused on fixing the system, 

consistent with their role in promoting governance reform and the alike. They, however, 
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also echoed the others’ view around a ‘broken system’ and the importance of family and 

relationships as the motivation for corruption. Last but not last, members of the Other 

category paid more attention to the social, collective aspect of corruption and, like the 

rest of the groups, suggested the need to find a ‘hero’ to solve corruption. 

Overall then, I have been able to show that the meaning of corruption is not 

singular nor does it remains stable across contexts. Interviewees assigned different 

‘functional’ meanings of corruption, in relation to different contexts, the individuals 

involved, and the relationship between them. These meanings were also influenced by 

the identity of interviewees’ organisations and their positions within them. The 

meanings of corruption, particularly around why it is difficult to remove, present a 

challenge to the main concepts in the broader anti-corruption discourse and highlight the 

complexities of the phenomenon which are rarely captured in mainstream corruption 

research. They reveal tensions in the dominant anti-corruption movement and allow 

professionals to question the idea that corruption is universally ‘dysfunctional’. 

Moreover, as interviewees suggested, corruption helps people secure a 

reasonable standard of living and their relationships with others. The labelling of 

corruption was challenged especially by those who believed in the idea of a ‘broken 

system’ and that such a system limits individual agency to disengage from corruption. 

Meanings around the solutions to corruption also reinforced the idea that corruption was 

unstoppable which in turn may suggest a lack of individuals’ sense of agency in taking 

part in the broader anti-corruption movement. On the other hand, in constructing the 

different meanings, interviewees not only considered practices often labelled as 

‘corruption’ to have multiple, including legitimate, functions related to a shared cultural 

or national identity, but also critiqued the anti-corruption movement by articulating the 

limitations of existing approaches in addressing corruption. 
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CHAPTER SIX: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

 

In the previous chapters I discussed the findings of my study about the different 

meanings of corruption constructed in media texts and in interviews with professionals 

from various backgrounds. The main part of this chapter will present a discussion of 

those findings with reference to relevant theoretical concepts and the research questions 

proposed earlier: What meanings of corruption are constructed in the Indonesian 

context? How do notions of ethics or morality feature in these meanings?  

Following this, I will reflect on my role as a researcher in the construction of this 

thesis and also upon its limitations. I will conclude with a discussion of the contribution 

which I believe this study can make to our understanding of corruption and the role it 

can play in Indonesian society. This final section will begin with the contributions I 

have made to corruption research through introducing an interpretive perspective, the 

application of a contextualised view of corruption and the application of the concepts of 

care ethics. I will then consider what implications this approach has for further research. 

I will also present a variety of contributions to the study of corruption in developing 

countries, especially in Indonesia. Finally, I will describe some practical implications of 

my findings. 

Discussion 

I will focus on three issues in this section: (1) The meaning of corruption is not 

singular nor predetermined; (2) media texts and interviewees’ talk construct meanings 

of corruption by drawing on conceptions of ‘national identity’; and (3) care ethics helps 

to explain the alternative meanings of corruption found in my study. 

The first two issues address the first research question, and focus on the finding 

that the meaning of corruption is not singular or pre-determined. Nor is it stable or 

enduring. I will show how the meanings of corruption are not pre-existing but result 

from differing interpretations offered by different social actors, including the dominant 

interpretation circulated through anti-corruption messages. My study in particular shows 

that there are multiple meanings constructed for corruption by a variety of actors, i.e., 

journalists and interviewees from different backgrounds.  

The second issue focuses on how the meanings of corruption inferred from the 

newspaper articles and interviews in this study feature an idea of ‘national identity’ in 

which notions about democracy, economic development and culture play a role. I will 
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discuss why and how ‘national identity’ is a relevant concept in making sense of 

corruption.  

In relation to the third issue, I will turn to questions of ethics and morality which 

address the second research question. This issue looks at interviewees’ construction of 

themselves as ‘moral beings’ and I will endeavour to unpack these interpretations using 

the concept of care ethics. I argue that people place less emphasis on the universal 

nature of ethics and give more attention to the specific circumstances and relationships 

which give rise to practices many labelled as corruption.  

 

Meanings of corruption 

This thesis began with a question of what corruption means to different actors, 

particularly to members of the business community, to government and to anti-

corruption promoters. This was motivated by my observation of the limitations of the 

dominant approach to understanding corruption which constructed it as an objective and 

unified concept, and inherently dysfunctional practice, most notably in relation to 

economic development. As my analysis suggests, this dominant meaning is an 

inadequate basis for approaching the study of corruption from an insiders’ viewpoint in 

cultural contexts that differ from the Western liberal-democratic model. My study 

shows this meaning is neither universally applicable nor stable. First and foremost, 

journalists and interviewees generally referred to corruption as a ‘dysfunctional’ 

element of social life. However, this meaning is not unified or singular. While some 

interviewees expressed views similar to widespread newspaper reports which regarded 

different practices labelled as corruption as ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘undesirable’, others 

continually pointed to an alternative idea that these practices were actually ‘functional’. 

Drawing on their day-to-day experiences and observations, interviewees contended that 

corruption ‘got things done’, ‘preserved livelihoods’, and ‘maintained social 

obligations/relations’. The meaning of corruption was also not stable or fixed. As shown 

in my analysis of media texts, its meanings in relation to democracy shifted during the 

period examined. These findings reflect the multifarious nature of the meanings of 

corruption involving different actors situated in different contexts, which have 

implications for how corruption should be theorised. 

It is important to understand that the way in which corruption is made 

meaningful by individuals cannot be separated from the idea of representation. Scholars 

in the field of cultural studies have argued that social and cultural practices need to be 
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understood in relation to the wider system of representation (Hall 1997). Drawing on 

ideas of social constructionism, they contend that social practices (including corruption) 

do not have meanings in themselves, but are given meanings by social actors. The 

process of giving or fixing meanings works through language and language works 

through representation - defined by Hall (1997 p.3) as follows: 

“…it is by our use of things, and what we say, think and feel about them – how we represent 

them – that we give them meaning. In part, we give objects, people and events meaning by the 

frameworks of interpretation which we bring to them. In part, we give things meaning by how 

we use them, or integrate them in our everyday practices… in part we give things meanings by 

how we represent them – the words we use about them, the ways we classify and conceptualise 

them, the values we place on them.” 

Different representations produce different knowledge, different ways of 

thinking about something and different ways of acting on the world. At the same time, 

“all knowledge, and therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human 

practices, being constructed in and out of interaction between human beings and their 

world, and developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (Crotty 1998 

p. 42). Certain representations may become more dominant than others, partly as a 

result of the exercise of power. Different actors try to influence the processes of fixing 

meaning through the production and consumption of texts amidst various incoherencies 

and paradoxes (Hardy and Phillips 2004) which results in the variety and fluidity of 

meanings.  

One way of understanding representation and its power effects is through the 

concept of discourse – a set of interrelated texts and also the practices of producing, 

disseminating and reading of different texts, which brings an object or idea into being 

(Fairclough 1992, Phillips and Hardy 1997). Discourse limits what can be said and done 

in relation to a particular object because discourses are the way “social reality is 

produced and made real” and made meaningful (Phillips and Hardy 2002 p. 3). For 

example, people learn about new concepts such as ‘climate risks’ and ‘sustainable 

development’ through the discourse of ‘climate change’, which consequently limits 

ways of talking and acting on topics pertaining to climate and the environment. People 

utilise different discourses to account for their social reality depending on the different 

relations they have to the world, “which in turn depend on their positions in the world, 

their social and personal identities, and the social relationships in which they stand to 

other people” (Fairclough 2003 p. 124). The struggle to fix meaning involves different 
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intersubjective meanings being offered by different actors in order to achieve their 

interests, which result in certain meanings being more dominant than others, that is, 

being viewed as “natural and inevitable” (Hardy and Phillips 2004 p. 303).  

The meanings assigned to corruption through the discourse of anti-corruption 

can, in this sense, be considered as the ‘dominant meanings’ which have arguably 

influenced the way practices associated with corruption are made meaningful by 

different social actors. This is also demonstrated in my findings in which interviewees’ 

narratives on corruption are always produced in relation to, and by drawing ideas from, 

the broader anti-corruption discourse.  

Postcolonial work on corruption has shed light on the disciplinary effects of the 

anti-corruption discourse circulated by certain actors. The discourse produces such a 

strong global consensus around the need for international actors to intervene into what 

used to be seen as domestic affairs of less powerful states, under the banner of 

governance or poverty eradication (Mawuko-Yevugah 2014). At the same time, these 

less powerful states are increasingly induced to provide a more favourable environment 

for transnational capital (Bratsis 2014). International organisations such as 

Transparency International, the World Bank, the United Nations Development Program 

and many others have produced a certain kind of framework that is so dominant and 

influential that it suggests a level of clarity and simplicity for understanding the 

otherwise ambiguous and complex behaviour these actors label as ‘corruption’ (Polzer 

2001, Hindess 2005, Bukovansky 2006, Koechlin 2013). It achieves this by claiming 

that corruption works as an obstacle to democratisation, depletes national wealth, 

corrodes public trust in social institutions and degrades the environment (Transparency 

International 2016). Many of the problems of contemporary society, ranging from war 

and poverty to poor public transport are, from this dominant perspective, umbilically 

linked to corruption. Anti-corruption becomes the ultimate framework for formulating a 

solution to any social problem. As Bratsis (2003) notes, “it would seem that there is 

hardly any contemporary political tendency that does not contain some form of anti-

corruption agenda” (p.9). Koechlin (2013 p. 1) echoes this view and argues that:  
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“In the past two decades, a general consensus has emerged condemning corruption as one of the 

most damaging factors for development. Corruption is seen to undermine the cohesion and 

strength of whole societies, to threaten precarious economic and social progress made in 

developing countries, and to increase the vulnerability of lives and livelihoods of the poor. What 

is new is not only the wave of concern, but that the condemnation of corruption transcends all 

boundaries and sectors.” 

Despite the prevalence of the dominant meanings assigned through the broader 

anti-corruption discourse, different social actors continue to produce alternative 

meanings to different social and cultural practices in different ways depending on their 

positions, their identities and relationships, which is why meanings are neither singular 

nor predetermined. While some practices may be perceived as ‘corrupt’ or 

‘dysfunctional’ by certain actors, it may not be considered as such by others. Hence, 

scholars argue that the ways in which corruption is made meaningful by members of 

society vary “a great deal from one country to another, dependent as [they are] on 

particular historical trajectories and the specific grammars of public culture” (Gupta 

1995 p. 393). In other words, there are specific versions of corruption which people 

subscribe to at particular times and places, including in the ‘classical’ versus ‘modern’ 

West, as shown by Hill (2013). Hill argues that the modern conception of corruption did 

not always enjoy domination; it was continuously challenged and filled with paradoxes 

which result in its differing and contested interpretations. Across the globe, however, 

international actors such as Transparency International, have seemingly managed to 

“capture and finalise meaning and understanding across various cultural contexts by 

constructing expert definitions” (Utah 2015 p.8), while in fact, corruption is an 

ambiguous phenomenon understood differently by different stakeholders (e.g., Sissener 

2001).  

Scholars have studied the complexities involved in relation to the differences or 

contradictions between the dominant and alternative meanings of corruption. For 

example, in Nigeria, a country which, like Indonesia, also ‘suffers’ from corruption, the 

complexities in relation to the dominant meanings of corruption are reflected in the 

contradictions evident in the meanings of corruption that circulate among different 

actors in various contexts. People both condemn and participate in practices associated 

with corruption, further revealing society’s overarching shift away from dominant 

familial networks in their social and economic lives to the markedly different 
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relationships pertaining between individuals in a modern nation-state and capitalist 

economy (Smith 2008).  

Moreover, studies which have looked at the context of pre-industrial societies in 

eight different world regions covering Africa, Asia and the Americas, have found that 

the public versus private dichotomy underpinning the dominant meanings of corruption 

is also considered problematic despite the overwhelming support for global anti-

corruption activities. This is partly due to the different ways in which societies define 

the issue of public versus private goods and spheres (Rothstein and Torsello 2014). 

Similarly Kajsiu (2016) noted how in an Albanian context, any distinct meanings of 

corruption were ‘lost’ as it became a floating as well as an empty signifier: different 

actors continuously (re)produce their own particular versions of corruption and offer the 

view that corruption has come to represent every problem in a particular society, 

resulting in a host of conflicting demands.  

All in all, despite the dominant meanings promoted by the global anti-corruption 

movement, other ways of producing meaning continue to permeate society and this is 

captured in the varied meanings of corruption proffered in different settings. Moreover, 

attempts to fix the meaning of corruption are always ongoing and the meanings of 

corruption remain varied and situated in specific times and places.  

The concept of representation is useful for understanding how various meanings 

of corruption evolve through everyday practices and how anti-corruption discourse 

influences meaning-making. This in turn both reflects and helps to reproduce broader 

political and social arrangements that are simultaneously being contested by various 

actors with diverse interests. In the context of Indonesia, the meanings of corruption are 

located within the larger meaning of anti-corruption. In line with postcolonial literature, 

my analysis reveals that the meanings of corruption are intimately linked to the 

dissemination of Western-centred ideas, particularly those pertaining to democracy and 

development. Actors make use of ideas of democracy (more so in the case of news 

media) and development derived from the global anti-corruption discourse. The 

meaning of corruption constructed by journalists drew heavily on ideas about 

democracy, despite the shifting relationships between the two concepts. In the last 

period examined, journalists argued that democracy was so crucial, that to a certain 

extent, its protection should take precedence over anti-corruption campaigns. Thus my 

findings contribute to the literature in showing how anti-corruption discourse, in its role 

as an important part of the West’s imagination of ‘modernity’, ‘democracy’, and 
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‘development’, shapes society’s interpretations of corruption through specific processes 

such as the constructions of national identity, which I will further describe below.  

 

Making sense of corruption through ‘national identity’ 

My analysis indicates that ‘national identity’ is central to the way individuals in 

my study made sense of corruption. Both media texts as well interviewees’ talk assigned 

different meanings to corruption by constructing national identity using different 

linguistic strategies. These different strategies reflected different ways of thinking and 

acting in relation to the identity of Indonesia(n). Moreover, through constructions of 

national identity, actors legitimised or delegitimised practices which many labelled as 

corruption. As a result, they may support or undermine anti-corruption messages. 

Scholars have argued for the prominence of ‘nation’ as a key concept in 

understanding social behaviour in various areas of study (de Cillia, Reisigl et al. 1999). 

National identity is considered one of the most often debated topics of our time but least 

understood (McCrone and Surridge 1998). In relation to meaning-making, the 

construction of national identity is seen as a particularly important element of 

understanding social reality. It is one that is commonly found in issues which serve 

national purposes, particularly in the context of mass media (McQuail 1987), which in 

turn becomes an important site for studying sense-making practices and meanings 

(Fiske 2010, Heath and Bryant 2013). Clearly, the media in this context is more than 

just a transmitter of messages. 

Central to the discussion of national identity is that of nationalism, which can be 

considered a belief in collective sameness (Nagel 1998) – which offers a vocabulary to 

legitimise social arrangements and a moral device to evaluate social actions (Anderson 

1991). ‘Nations’ “are represented in the minds and memories of the nationalised 

subjects… and can become very influential guiding ideas with sometimes tremendously 

serious and destructive consequences” (de Cillia, Reisigl et al. 1999 p. 153). National 

identities are specific forms of social identities, produced and reproduced discursively 

through language and other semiotic systems by means of separation – that is the 

articulation of difference and uniqueness (Hall 1996, de Cillia, Reisigl et al. 1999). 

Others view national identity as a means for developing and articulating superiority and 

inferiority, identifying protagonists and antagonists and establishing clear distinctions 

which separate ‘us’ from ‘others’, thereby facilitating blaming others (Riad and Vaara 

2011). In my study, for example, constructions of the identities of government by 
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businesses allowed them to blame the government as responsible for corruption. At the 

same time, some business interviewees constructed the identity of Indonesians as those 

who ‘know how to give thanks’ and presented themselves favourably despite the 

controversy of their practices. 

These different ways of constructing or indeed ‘imagining’ a nation and what it 

means to be the people of a particular nation (Anderson 1991) occur in everyday lives. 

People accept and reproduce constructions of national identity by means of everyday 

language, thought and symbolism (Billig 1995). This view holds that national identity is 

an ideology continuously produced in the everyday conversations of everyday people 

often at a “banal” level (Billig 1995). Moreover, ethnic and national identification hold 

a significant power to mobilise people and peoples. They must therefore be regarded as 

important factors in the struggles between ideologies and the different economic and 

social arrangements to which they give rise (Hall 1993, Hall 1997). As Andreescu (2009 

p. 163) has noted, “national identity has such a tremendous political and cultural power 

but remains conceptually precarious.” 

In the study of media texts, I demonstrated that, uniqueness, similarities, and 

differences were constructed by drawing on the discourse of democracy and 

development in relation to Indonesia’s past, present and future. Indonesia is unique – in 

terms of its long history of colonisation which has had an impact on its people and their 

‘skewed mentality’. At the same time, Indonesia has gone through a significant 

‘democratic transition’. Regardless of its complex relationship with corruption, 

democracy was still considered key to achieving prosperity. Indonesia needed to defend 

its ‘imperfect’ democracy and there was a strong view that Indonesia needed to pursue a 

‘qualified’ democracy – democracy in a less ideal form, which still offered many great 

things for the nation. Just like other democracies, Indonesia must not give up on it; it 

needed to continue to be cultivated.  

A sense of national identity was also constructed in newspaper articles which 

compared Indonesia with Malaysia by describing their similarities in terms of a shared 

history. Furthermore, Indonesia could, like Malaysia, eliminate corruption more 

successfully partly by improving the level of public participation in political society. At 

the same time, Indonesia was regarded as different to other countries as shown in the 

use of the metaphor of ‘Black Swan’ which depicted Indonesia as an unpredictable 

country. Despite its ‘blood-checkered’ past, Indonesia had changed and had the capacity 

to change further still in unexpected and dramatic ways. Indonesia was continuously 
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compared against more economically developed countries such as Brazil, India, and 

Mexico, and was also described as more resilient than other ASEAN countries. 

Similarly, some interviewees from different groups also discussed the various meanings 

of corruption in relation to an idealised identity of Indonesia as a country with a 

promising future, which could only be realised by eradicating corruption. The promising 

future of Indonesia was discussed by the interviewees either by presenting their own 

view, or by referring to the view of foreigners or outsiders (e.g., Indonesia is a ‘Black 

Swan’) or how they could view it (e.g., Indonesia could be treated as a ‘coolie’ by other 

nations).  

My findings show there are two particularly relevant linguistic strategies used to 

construct national identity in my analysis. The first was metaphor (Tsoukas 1991, 

Oswick, Keenoy et al. 2002), and the second was the use of forms of address such as 

‘we’ and ‘us’. Metaphor is a powerful device which informs our view of the world 

(Askehave 2004, Jovanovic 2011). The work of Lakoff and Johnston (1980/2003) is 

particularly important in demonstrating how its use affects the way we think, act and 

experience social reality. The metaphor provides a “fundamental argumentative feature 

and crucial tool for addressing persuasion in text” (Ferrari 2007 p. 604). The choice of 

metaphor is not an arbitrary or insignificant because different metaphors will present a 

topic in a particular way to highlight certain aspects of a target domain and hide others 

(Lakoff and Johnston 1980/2003). In their example of the use of the ‘war’ metaphor, the 

authors describe how certain situations are experienced in a certain way, in terms of the 

need to ‘win’ and ‘attack’ in the course of an argument. The use of the metaphor of war 

or “megametaphorics” (Luke 1999), is also of particular interest as it works to formulate 

evocative images to assist people to both account for events and to explain them (Riad 

and Vaara 2011). Moreover, in constructing national identity, metaphors also enable the 

construction of threat (Anderson 1983/1991, Riad and Vaara 2011). That is perhaps 

why, in political discourse, metaphors are commonly used in order to sensationalise and 

arouse emotions as well as to assert ideology (Flowerdew and Leong 2007). The 

selection of different metaphors is a reflection of different ideological stances (Lee and 

Lin 2006). 

In my findings, a sense of national identity was constructed through a 

construction of an existential threat to the nation by the use of the ‘war’ metaphor and 

referring to corruption as ‘AIDS’, ‘virus’, ‘bacteria’, ‘plague’. National identity was 

also constructed by establishing Indonesia as a country trying to ‘remove the shackles of 
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its colonial past’, and from drawing on a shared imaginary about the future of Indonesia 

as a prosperous nation. Some articles used the metaphor of ‘patient’ and ‘doctor’, which 

also sends a strong message of the need for Indonesia (as patient) to follow external 

experts’ advice about the need for fighting corruption. Fighting corruption becomes 

simply a matter of following medical procedures and advice which, by implication, 

relieves the patient of the need to consider the ethics or morality of different alternatives 

and exercise choice (cf. Wodak and de Cillia 2007). 

In addition to metaphor as a discursive strategy, some studies point to the 

powerful effects of the use of ‘we’ in constructing national identities. Wodak (2009) 

points out that the use of the first person ‘we’ is especially common where there is an 

asymmetrical power relation between the journalist as the author of the text and the 

readers, and so it is used to reduce the sense of helplessness on the part of the readers. 

As a strategy of presupposition, the use of pronouns such as ‘we’ or ‘us’ also assumes 

particular ways of thinking and acting about a given topic. It presumes the reader shares 

the same idea by being included in ‘us’ which limits the space for thinking about 

alternative subject positions (Flowerdew and Leong 2007). For example, in their study 

of the construction of patriotism, Flowerdew and Leong (2007) show how different 

newspapers utilise ‘we’ in such a way as to empower the readers but also to limit them 

in considering other subject positions or alternative readings of the same text. Similarly, 

in one newspaper article examined, the use of ‘war’ as a metaphor was also 

accompanied by the use of ‘we’, ‘us’ and ‘our’ to empower the readers while 

presupposing unified ways of thinking about the topic being discussed. 

In treating the notion of national and cultural identity as discursive constructs 

(Martin 1995), I concur with scholars who argue that individuals select and combine 

multiple collective identities in various ways to support claims and legitimise positions 

(Garcia and Hardy 2007, Essers 2009). Similarly, Moufahim, Reedy et al. (2015) argue 

that social actors engage in various rhetorical strategies in constructing what it means to 

be the people of a certain culture or nation and that this enables them to cultivate 

legitimacy with regard to particular issues which concern them. More specifically, their 

study demonstrated that Vlaams Belang, an extreme right political organisation, often 

drew on a notion of a long historical tradition of ‘Christian Europe’ vis-à-vis Muslim 

invaders in order to construct its identity as a victim and to further its objectives.  

Similarly, first and foremost, interviewees in my study used ‘we’ in reference to 

my status as a cultural insider – someone who would share their understanding and 
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knowledge. Furthermore, through the frequent use of ‘we’, ‘our people’ and ‘our 

culture’, they also continuously invoked a notion of identity of true Indonesians as those 

bound to commit certain practices along with others sharing the same values and 

traditions. Such a sense of ‘cultural identity’ enabled them to legitimise instead of 

delegitimise practices associated with corruption. Moreover, interviewees from different 

backgrounds shared similar ideas about what it means to be orang Timur or people of 

the East, orang Indonesia or Indonesian people, and this usually involves being part of a 

delicate network of relationship which entails certain rights and obligations.  

Their positions, however, varied in relation to this particular cultural identity. 

While the private employee group tended to cast themselves as ‘victims’ of their 

culture, the business owner group tended to present themselves as ‘agents’ of culture. 

While I concur with Moufahim, Reedy et al. (2015) in treating culture or ethnicity as 

“persistent sources of collective identity” (p. 103), my study shows additional nuances. 

Depending on their particular socio-cultural and hierarchical positions within their 

respective organisations, my findings indicate that notions of ‘cultural identity’ present 

actors with the resources to carve out an identity of either ‘cultural victims’ or ‘cultural 

agents’. Both identities work to legitimise their positions in light of highly controversial 

practices, with a different degree of agential power. Those who are positioned lower 

down the hierarchy are likely to present themselves as ‘cultural victims’ and, as a result, 

tend to suggest that their practices are less blameworthy than others’ due to the lack of 

agency.  

The above discussion indicates that the construction of national identity is a 

common device in meaning-making both in the context of mass media and in everyday 

conversations. Not only is national identity at the core of this argument, it also works to 

promote particular actions and abandoning others. My findings extend corruption 

research by highlighting the centrality of ‘national identity’ in the constructions of 

corruption. Constructions of ‘national identity’ are of pivotal importance in identifying 

and understanding the ways and means used by actors to identify and understand what 

they mean by corruption. Furthermore, through invoking a particular version of 

‘national identity’ individuals legitimise or delegitimise practices of concern, and 

consequently support or undermine anti-corruption campaigns.  

These findings are in contrast with some studies on national identity which tend 

to treat it as a fixed entity, a ‘goal’ or an ‘outcome’ to be achieved in order to combat 

corruption (Xiao 2014). My study instead suggests that ‘national identity’ is best 
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understood as a continuous process of thinking and acting in relation to the idea of a 

nation. Henderson (2007 p. 9) describes “national identity [as] … a process of 

attachment to a wider collective… sense of belonging” and that it is important to see 

this process not “as a series of unchanging labels”. In addition, my findings also indicate 

that ‘national identity’ is an important resource for making sense of corruption and is 

best considered as a “repertoire of meanings” (Malinova 2008 p. 42), as opposed to a 

unified construct. People may creatively combine and deploy different versions of 

national identity in order to legitimise or delegitimise certain social practices. 

Moreover, my findings illuminate how the use of different metaphors provides a 

powerful tool in creating a sense of threat and the need for unity in the construction of 

national identity and a sense of an uncomplicated position with regards to the issue of 

corruption. Both media texts and interviewees’ talk draw on ideas that Indonesia would 

be able to accomplish much more as a nation if corruption were eradicated. The 

seemingly contradictory representations of national identity as both negative and 

positive are strategically used by some interviewees to articulate their position in 

relation to anti-corruption messages. The contrast between the negative construction of 

the Indonesian people as ‘having corrupt mentality’ and the positive identity of 

Indonesia with its ‘great potentials’ are key ideas used by some actors to argue that anti-

corruption is a desirable and necessary change. Notably, though, they were entirely 

absent from discussions with a number of interviewees. By constructing a national 

identity in a particular way, i.e., producing a particular national identity narrative, actors 

put forward “a particular interpretation of the world in order to modify it” (Martin 1995 

p. 13). At the same time, however, in constructing Indonesian identity in terms of its 

‘miseducated’, ‘lazy’ and ‘having corrupt mentality’, my interviewees continuously 

produced an image of Indonesia which is a less admirable and less desirable Other, 

reproducing a sense of helplessness and stigmatisation which, on a larger scale, may 

further perpetuate the power asymmetry between Indonesia and other countries.  

To summarise, the construction of national identity is neither innate nor 

unchanging. The analysis of media texts showed that the idea of national identity 

changed throughout the period examined, therefore also showing its fluidity and 

instability allows it to be contested (Hall 1997, Ybema, Keenoy et al. 2009). Journalists 

and interviewees combine, contrast and mobilise different ideas about national or 

cultural identity which may either support or undermine the dominant meanings of 

corruption offered by the global anti-corruption movement. Interviewees, in particular, 
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characterised Indonesian ‘cultural identity’ as requiring individuals to fulfil social duties 

towards others in order to assert that anti-corruption campaigns go against their sense of 

‘cultural identity’. This particular argument not only served to legitimise certain 

practices, it also contributed to a construction of individuals as ‘ethical beings’, to 

which I will now turn.  

Constructing the ‘moral being’ and the relevance of care ethics 

In thinking about how ethics is implicated in the construction of multiple 

meanings of corruption, I focus on the influence of different rules or norms in society 

and how these serve to define certain practices as ‘ethical’ or ‘moral’. While anti-

corruption messages are persistent in framing certain practices as unethical and even 

immoral, my interviewees reflected on, and judged, conflicting situations by referring 

not only to the demands of anti-corruption edicts but also to notions of how these can 

conflict with caring about other people and maintaining harmonious relationships. 

Interviewees often expressed their support for various practices commonly associated 

with corruption by showing that these practices were appropriate in the context of the 

specific relationships in which they were embedded. They spoke about the damaging 

consequences for other people and their relationships should (corrupt) practices cease or 

should certain rules be enforced without careful considerations. As demonstrated in the 

previous discussion, the different meanings inferred through the interviews suggest 

different ways of understanding how one ‘ought’ to behave in particular contexts or 

situations, i.e., what is ethical or morally appropriate. This is suggestive of a different 

kind of ethics or morality that resonates more with the notion of care ethics – a concept 

developed based on the works of several authors such as Gilligan (1982/1993), Lawson 

(2009) and Noddings (1984). In the sections that follow, I will first revisit the situated 

perspective on ethics, explain the ethics of care, and how these advocate for an approach 

to ethics that is grounded on people’s lived experiences. I will then discuss how my 

findings relate to these ideas. 

Ethics is most often understood in terms of the norms and rules (formal or 

informal) which govern the behaviour of members of organisations or society (Ibarra-

Colado, Clegg et al. 2006). In business ethics, this has led to a dominant discussion on 

moral codes as central to regulating and disciplining the actions of organisational actors. 

They are the tools with which an outsider may determine whether or not an actors’ 

actions are ethical (Clegg, Kornberger et al. 2007). Accordingly, business ethics has 
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largely focused on developing moral codes in order to manage and cultivate the ethical 

‘essence’ within individuals. From this perspective ethical individuals are considered as 

detached from their personal privileges, passions, and emotions, separate from others 

and the influence of context (du Gay 2005). The development of ethical capability thus 

becomes the cultivation of an individual’s readiness and ability to apply abstract, 

universal ethical principles, regardless of the people involved and their circumstances. 

However other scholars argue that such a focus is ‘disempowering’ (Kjonstad and 

Willmott 1995, Styhre 2001) in that it promotes rule-following rather than ethical 

reflection. Instead individuals should be encouraged to experience, understand, and 

express their moral concerns when involved in ethical dilemmas (Watson 2003). 

Following this, scholars have advocated for a situated perspective on ethics 

which values individual judgment and decisions as to “what beliefs to hold and what 

actions to perform for reasons of their own” (Bevir 1999 p. 358). Arguing for an 

approach of ‘ethics as practice’, Clegg, Kornberger et al. (2007) contend that ethics 

should be theorised by going beyond the rule-based approaches and consider that 

making an ethical decision-making is not simply about applying standardised norms. It 

also means that any ethical considerations or decisions need to be looked at in terms of 

how they operate within a particular context (Clegg, Kornberger et al. 2007). These 

authors are arguing for ‘ethical pluralism’, which understands ethics not as a static set of 

beliefs guiding action, but rather enacted in a fluid and socially constructed lived reality. 

According to this view, “ethical judgments are always situated…” (Ibarra-Colado, 

Clegg et al. 2006 p. 51) and individuals are encouraged to reflect on the implications of 

their judgments and decisions on others (Ibarra-Colado, Clegg et al. 2006) amidst at 

times, painful and conflicting situations. 

This perspective maintains that ethics is a culturally embedded phenomenon. 

Thorne and Saunders (2002) argue that an individual’s ethical reasoning is profoundly 

influenced by socio-cultural elements such as myths and rules of society. Building on 

the works of several other authors (Izraeli 1988, Vitell, Nwachukwu et al. 1993, Jackson 

and Artola 1997), they suggest that individuals have different tendencies in the way that 

they treat others, according to whether they are seeking to apply particular standardised 

codes of ethics or, alternatively, to pay more attention to the specific circumstances and 

relationships of those affected. These authors appreciate that differences in cultural 

context may mean the processes and mechanisms through which organisations or 

groups of people strive to be ethical may also vary. 
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This perspective on ethics draws ideas partly from care ethics, which was 

initially developed in response to the many models used to try to explain the causes of 

unethical behaviour relying on Kohlberg’s theory of moral development (Prasad and 

Mills 2010). These models viewed morality as “oriented towards matters of justice and 

rights and dominated by abstract principles” (Friedman 1993 p. 117). Through research 

comparing the moral worldviews and development of boys and girls, Carol Gilligan 

(1982/1993) suggested an alternative ethics of care which emphasised the relief of 

suffering, compassion, and establishing and preserving relationships. This ethics of care 

was more reflective of the way girls and women conceptualised morality and ethical 

decision-making. It treats “actors in the dilemma arrayed not as opponents in a contest 

of rights but as members of a network of relationship on whose continuation they all 

depend” (Gilligan 1993 p. 30). Gilligan and other care theorists spoke about a different 

moral orientation that needs to be understood through concepts of care, response, and 

interdependence. Self, Jecker et al. (2003 p. 55) further summarise the different 

orientations of this moral framework as follows: 

“[P]ersons who exemplify a justice orientation view relationships in terms of inequality versus 

equality and in terms of mutuality and reciprocity. One who adopts this orientation asks, “What 

is fair for all involved in a situation?” Justice thus connects vulnerability with oppression… By 

contrast, from the orientation of care, relationships are characterised not by equality and 

inequality but attachment versus detachment. Care connects vulnerability with the moral issues 

of support versus abandonment, not with oppression and inequality.”  

 Furler and Palmer (2010) add that care orientation also actively attends to the 

context and values involved, and that ethical reasoning can occur through emotional 

engagement. This is in contrast with the justice approach whereby moral issues are 

deliberated “by referring to rights of equality” (Furler and Palmer 2010 p. 192). A care 

orientation instead highlights that individuals see ethical problems “in terms of 

responsibilities to respond to needs – the task of deliberation was to find a way, if 

possible, to maintain and sustain connection by meeting the various parties’ needs” 

(Little 1998 p. 192). As a consequence, these two moralities have been characterised as 

contrasting ethical frameworks: one that is based on rights versus one of responsibility 

(Komter 1995). 

While ethics of care originally gained recognition in relation to gender, it has 

continued to develop into an ethical framework with broader relevance. Its original 

thesis, that girls and womens’ moral reasoning was different than the dominant 
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universalist, abstract (implicitly masculine) ethical frameworks, was criticised for 

esssentialising women (Robinson 1997) and downplaying within-group diversity. 

Scholars argued that differences in gender intersect with “race, class and the sheer 

specificity of historical circumstances” (Nicholson 1983 p. 515), all key aspects of 

social life which influence moral perspective. Care ethics is thus now understood as a 

“relational approach that views ethics with a deep understanding of context and 

relationship” (Carmalt 2011 p. 301). Much of this rests on the idea that social 

behaviours are embedded in specific circumstances which involve the interests, welfare, 

or expectations of others (cf. Rest (1986)). Therefore, the subjectivity of moral agents 

and the context in which they are socially embedded, including its gendered norms, 

shape their moral perspective (Kekes 1993, Prilleltensky 1997). Individuals, whether 

male or female, build a sense of community by putting the effort in servicing and taking 

care of their relationships with others (Prilleltensky 1997). In this way, care ethics has 

provided a new way of understanding about ethics from the perspectives of actors 

situated in context, that includes but goes beyond gender considerations. 

Furthermore, some authors classify the ethics of care as an “ethics of being” 

(Christians 2015 p. 69) as it concerns relationships, which critical to understanding how 

humans exist in the world (Benhabib 1992). Benhabib speaks of grounding morality in 

everyday human experience and emphasises a shared humanity. Within ‘ethics of care’ 

primacy is given to concepts such as affection, empathy, loyalty and inclusiveness 

(Christians 2015). Scholars have recognised the potential of care ethics for enhancing 

understanding of how ethics is practiced in different cultures. In the context of Chinese 

bureaucracy, for example, practices many label as corruption can be understood as 

arising from the domination of personal relationships and patronage (Steinmueller 2012) 

which are rooted in Confucian ideals of reciprocity and ties of personal obligation 

(Smart and Hsu 2007). Everyday interactions with Chinese township officials are 

personalised instead of formalised, embedded in the sense of belonging to the same 

community (Steinmüller 2010). Here, the Chinese discourse of morality presents a 

conflict between different sets of moralities concerning corruption (Torsello and Venard 

2016), one that follows the logic of impersonal bureaucracy and another which prefers 

personal closeness (Steinmüller 2010). Similarly, in Sri Lanka, practices associated with 

corruption are infused with ideas about caring and loyalty which enable people to 

protect their community and maintain a sense of ethnic stability (Orjuela 2014). Orjuela 

stresses that people may engage in corruption partly because they have to show loyalty 
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to their kin and identity-group whereby “individual and collective interests are often 

inseparable” (p. 757). Orjuela also shows how people strive to fulfil what is ‘correct’ or 

‘right’ according to their ethnic identity and in order to demonstrate allegiance. This is 

due to a strong sense of being part of a relationship. 

Similarly, situated, relational and care ethics have the potential to explain the 

way notions of obligations and relationships featured in my interviewees’ talk. In my 

findings, some interviewees challenged the dominant conception of corruption and 

highlighted the role of certain practices as a way of caring for others and the 

continuation of relationships. While some of the interviewees drew on the idea that 

being ethical is about being ‘fair’ and ‘objective’ in their dealings with others, my 

findings also show that interviewees’ consideration of ethics and morality in relation to 

corruption was embedded in their understanding of self and their relationships with and 

to others.  

Those who legitimised practices associated with corruption constructed them as 

involving caring for the marginalised other and maintaining harmonious relationships 

with those to whom they feel a sense of responsibility. In their storytelling I could 

discern tensions between the difficulties of fulfilling what is prescribed in normative 

rules while viewing themselves as embedded in their social networks. After all, moral 

decisions are made “often in unclear situations and against potentially conflicting 

standards” (Clegg 2007, p. 108).  

Some interviewees emphasised the idea that one must not forget to ‘give 

thanks’, to ‘share one’s bounty’, and to ‘not forget one’s position in society’. All of 

these invocations indicate the centrality of relationships and of the community to which 

individuals belong in the understanding of various practices largely labelled as 

corruption.  

This resonates with concepts within care ethics, whereby moral deliberation is 

centred on finding a way to maintain and sustain connection by meeting the various 

parties’ needs. It calls into question the universalist approach to morality where “some 

moral judgments are universally valid” (Tilley 2000 p. 505). It instead advocates for the 

implementation of norms which involves “deep and sustained attention to the contextual 

differences that create particular situations” (Carmalt 2011 p. 311).  

This perspective enables a better appreciation of how interviewees’ 

understanding of ethics and morality was related to their construction of an Indonesian 

identity. I therefore contribute to the literature by showing how care ethics can help to 
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explain corruption from the perspective of an alternative morality. In so doing, my 

analysis points to the importance of going beyond the evaluation of practices as simply 

‘corrupt’, by considering the highly situational and context-specific details of each 

moral deliberation. This is not to argue that corruption should be not be viewed as 

‘morally unsound’ but that the definitions of what constitutes corruption are largely 

products of an external Western perspective that does not take account of the different 

“socially and discursively constituted environments in which people enact their sense of 

duty” (Clegg, Kornberger and Rhodes 2007 p. 108). Different cultures entail different 

shared values, meanings, and practices, which produce different ways of thinking and 

acting about different societal issues. Universal definitions and corresponding 

classification of corruption have often failed to capture the complexities involved in 

different and sometimes unique cultural contexts such as Indonesia. Finally, my 

findings echo Jackall’s observation that moralities are “contextual, situational, highly 

specific, and most often, unarticulated” (Jackall 1988 p. 4,6).  

The three issues discussed above highlight the highly contested nature of the 

meanings of corruption and the different nuances in the understanding of corruption 

which in turn underscore the importance of studying corruption from the point of view 

of ‘insiders’. By paying more attention to how meanings of corruption are constructed 

by actors in a particular context, my study reveals that corruption means different things 

to different people reflecting their socio-cultural contexts as well as institutional 

locations. In the following section, I will reflect on my own status as an ‘insider’ in the 

cultural setting of my study as well as an ‘outsider’ to the specific organisational or 

professional domains of my interviewees, as well as other reflections and limitations of 

this study. 

 

Reflections and limitations 

This study was partly motivated by my past engagement working as a member 

of the Corruption Eradication Commission (KPK) in Indonesia. My values and my own 

understanding of corruption, as well professional experience, have thus become an 

integral part of this research. As part of the ‘interpretive practice’ which focuses on 

situated knowledge and understandings of the world, researchers need to attend to their 

role in producing knowledge from the research (Alvesson, Hardy et al. 2008, Schwartz-

Shea and Yanow 2012). Therefore, in this section, I will discuss how my position and 

background influence the selection of theory and other pragmatic aspects of the study 
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and the presentation of this thesis. I will also discuss the limitations of my chosen 

method and data and my role in presenting evidence from the interviews. 

Interpretive researchers are asked to give attention to how their positionality 

may affect the kinds of data they generate (Yanow, Ybema et al. 2009). This requires an 

awareness of their position in the research setting, and how their professional and 

demographic position can become a factor in the collection and presentation of data. For 

that reason, it is important to note that my background as a Muslim woman raised in a 

middle-class family and having previously worked as a member of the KPK has shaped 

the overall design of my research and my ability to access and generate my data.  

My selection of the parameters of this research, the decisions made in relation to the 

recruiting of informants, as well as the kinds of questions I am able to ask, are all 

influenced by my different positionalities. For example, some of my interviewees 

explicitly took note of my appearance as a hijab-wearing Muslim and this may have 

influenced their responses. At other times I realised that their candid responses were 

only given because they trusted my background and credentials although, on the other 

hand, due to the sensitivity of the subject of corruption, it is also possible that my 

interviewees have tried to present socially desirable answers. Another important aspect 

of my position is that not all of my interviewees were aware that I used to work for the 

KPK since I mainly introduced myself as a researcher from Melbourne University. 

However, there is always a possibility that some interviewees were not as candid in 

their responses either because they knew I was a former KPK member or simply 

because corruption is such a controversial topic. In other words, they were not telling 

the ‘truth’ either because of their fear of legal consequences or because they wanted to 

avoid feeling embarrassed given the culture of face-saving in Indonesia. In this case, a 

different researcher with a different degree of closeness to the interviewee (say for 

example someone who is a part of the interviewee’s inner circle) may produce different 

meanings of corruption in his/her discussion with the interviewees. Roulston (2001) 

asserts, the “researcher’s voice is indelibly inscribed in the research process” (p.279). 

This means I take a central position in creating and analysing my data and presenting 

my arguments or critiques. Therefore, I am also responsible in the construction of 

perceptions of corruption together with those involved in the research process. In 

interviews, for example, the interviewees interpreted my responses as a form of 

affirmation, such as nodding and supplying the rejoinder: “Right”. They then followed 

through in a way that they may not otherwise have done. On other occasions, after 
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hearing something which was disagreeable to me, I refrained from expressing dissent 

because I did not wish to discourage their story-telling. This is particularly the case 

considering my personal experience as a former KPK member has influenced my 

questions and probes. This results in certain topics being over-explored and others 

underexplored. 

In working with my data, I also acknowledge that I intentionally present 

evidence which supports my arguments and ignore those which do not (Schwartz-Shea 

and Yanow 2012). This means that knowledge gathered from the study is not to be 

objectivised because it requires at least an agent for its production. Different researchers 

may interpret the same talk differently, depending on their context and background 

(Seale 1999). There is always a ‘possibility of partial knowledge and multiple 

perspectives’ (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012 p. 112). For this reason, it must be noted 

that interviews “harvest” information, not knowledge (Antaki 2006) that is independent 

of who is involved in its production. In addition, my presentation of data did not address 

the distinction between ‘grand’ versus ‘petty’ corruption as it was difficult to specify a 

single category of corruption that the interviewees referred to throughout the thesis as 

they moved between different illustrative cases which involved powerful actors on the 

one hand, as well as lower-ranking officials on the other. Interviewees’ discussion about 

the different meanings of corruption was considered more salient than the distinction 

that could be drawn between the categorisation of ‘grand’ versus ‘petty’ corruption. 

With regards to the theoretical framing, it is important to note that this study was 

set up through discussions in the domain of social science, a specific research 

community which, like others, is historically constituted by socio-political conditions 

(Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012). This in turn has influenced what are considered 

interesting questions to ask and useful concepts to use to study corruption. For example, 

the anti-corruption movement which has taken centre stage in the global development 

discourse in the last two decades has clearly motivated me to question why corruption is 

so ‘pervasive’. This led to my inquiry towards the seemingly objective claims made 

around such an idea, which, in turn, is also influenced by theories with a specific history 

of their own. 

Turning to the more technical reflections, the selection of a particular newspaper 

is one of the limitations of this study because The Jakarta Post is the only newspaper 

included in my analysis. This publication has an unusual readership profile, which 

includes expatriates working in Indonesia and affluent English-speaking Indonesians. 
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This is in marked contrast to more mainstream newspapers such as Kompas or Jawa 

Pos. Different sets of meanings have been discerned from these other newspapers.  

In addition, it is worth noting that my media text analysis was based on less than 

400 news articles out of an initial search which yielded more than 8,000 articles 

containing stories on corruption scandals. This was necessary in order to make this 

study more manageable in terms of analysis. However, it is entirely possible that other 

articles suggest different patterns of meanings of corruption. This means that while I am 

able to show certain changes in meaning over time, it is equally possible other changes 

also occurred. Similarly, my selection of interviewees may also influence the kinds of 

practices discussed.. For instance, readers may argue that, the meaning of corruption as 

‘getting things done’ is only applicable for ‘small’ or ‘petty’ corruption and that the 

three meanings discussed here do not capture the complexities involved in ‘bigger’ or 

‘grand’ corruption. Thus, the range of meanings inferred from the material presented, as 

well as the alternative meanings analysed in this study, are by no means exhaustive. 

The snowballing method of recruiting interviewees also constitutes a limitation. 

The snowballing technique could possibly decrease the potential diversity and lead to 

the silencing of different stories (Schwartz-Shea and Yanow 2012) as it is more likely to 

result in the recruitment of like-minded participants whose responses are influenced by 

one another, especially in relation to someone who has a significant influence on their 

professional relations. Realising that I have a central role in constructing knowledge, I 

recognise there is an asymmetrical power relation (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002) 

between myself and the readers, especially in relation to the process of translating 

Indonesian text into English from my interview transcript. The reader must thus rely on 

‘my version’ of translation and presentation of knowledge. Furthermore, the 

presentation of the findings is not able to capture how the empirical evidence is “a 

product of dialogue” between me and my interviewees (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002 p. 

198). Such an omission may be considered a limitation of interpretive research 

generally, although to present it otherwise could have hampered the objective of 

emphasising the interviewees’ narratives (Alvesson, Hardy et al. 2008).  

Finally, the writing up of the thesis which needs to follow certain disciplinary 

conventions around what constitutes a ‘good PhD thesis’, also limits the way in which 

subjects and topics are presented, as well as the way in which chapters are arranged, 

implicated as they are in the “translation strategies of the wider research community” 

(Hardy, Phillips et al. 2001 p. 554).  
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Contributions and further research 

I will conclude by presenting the contributions made through this study, 

particularly in relation to corruption literature, and describe possible future research 

from such contributions. I will also discuss some practical implications of my findings.  

One key contribution of my study is in responding to a call in management and 

organisational literature for a different approach – an interpretive approach – to study 

corruption. Mainstream research has largely treated corruption as having a singular, pre-

determined and fixed meaning across contexts (Sonenshein 2007, Martin and Parmar 

2012). This approach tends to treat social actors as passive entities whose task is to 

uncover this pre-existing meaning and behave accordingly (Martin and Parmar 2012). In 

responding to a call for a different approach (Sonenshein 2007, Torsello and Venard 

2016), my study treats corruption differently – as a socially constructed phenomenon. 

The findings demonstrate that individuals play a more active role in assigning meanings 

to practices labelled as corruption resulting in complex patterns. More specifically, 

through this approach, my findings challenge and enrich existing research by showing 

the multifarious nature of corruption and highlighting ‘insider’ views. Given the 

primacy of the anti-corruption perspective as the engine of a global movement, it is 

likely that there may be similar tensions between outsider views of corruption and the 

meanings that circulate within different socio-cultural contexts. Comparing the 

meanings of corruption constructed in the ‘developed’ and ‘developing’ economies or 

‘Western’ and ‘Eastern’ cultures would be an interesting research path to pursue. 

A second contribution of this study is in extending research on corruption within 

the management and organisation literature. In particular, I have contributed by 

addressing what has been identified as a major gap in corruption research: a 

contextualised view of corruption (Brief et.al 2001, Torsello and Venard 2016). I found 

evidence of individuals assigning and negotiating the meanings of corruption as they 

situated themselves in relationships with others. Moreover, I show that the label 

‘corruption’ is constantly negotiated within specific social circumstances, relationships 

and interests, as well as “…the obligation towards kin and identity-group…” as Orjuela 

(2014 p. 757) has remarked. As a result, what corruption means varies in relation to who 

is speaking and the socio-cultural and economic conditions in which people situate their 

story. More specifically, I have demonstrated that different meanings of corruption 

reflect the different social, cultural and institutional positions occupied by different 

stakeholders of (anti)corruption campaigns. I have thus contributed to the corruption 
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literature by highlighting the highly contingent nature of meanings of corruption while 

also presenting not only an ‘insider’s’ but also a more holistic multi-stakeholder 

perspective on corruption.  

In relation to this last point, future research could focus on bringing in the views 

of other members of society such as elites in business, government and politics, the 

powerful figures my interviewees often referred to, educators, religious clerics, as well 

as the marginalised. Clearly, people’s understanding of corruption is influenced by their 

intersubjective experience of the phenomenon (Znoj 2007). Given the limited attention 

paid to the lived experience of corruption, especially in management and organisation 

studies (Sonenshein 2007, Torsello and Venard 2016), this opens up a number of 

avenues for research. For instance, it would be interesting to see if the ‘functional’ 

meaning of corruption is unique to business-government relations, since the anti-

corruption agenda mostly targets this particular domain.  

Furthermore, after analysing media texts and also interviews separately, my 

comparison of the findings shows that the influence of the dysfunctional meaning of 

corruption featured in The Jakarta Post is but one among a range of views. While 

powerful media outlets such as The Jakarta Post have a crucial role in shaping public 

perceptions of corruption, there remains space for alternative views. The media is more 

aligned with the interest of anti-corruption institutions, and so in one way it is not 

surprising that it does not feature counter opinions i.e., the meanings of corruption being 

functional as inferred from the interviews. However, the media is not one unified 

institution – it is made up of different organisations, some of which cater to, and reflect, 

the concerns of different socio-economic groups. This leads to a second avenue for 

research which is to look at different media to see whether different media show 

different patterns when compared with my findings from the interviews.  

A potentially useful third path for future research would be to study anti-

corruption messages in different geographical contexts – comparing the messages 

mobilised in ‘Western’ countries vis-à-vis the idea that corruption is uniquely “Eastern” 

identified in my findings. In addition, given the strong presence of a variety of anti-

corruption programs which aim to promulgate change, through, for example, the use of 

anti-corruption workshops or training courses or additions to existing education 

curricula, it would be interesting to study them and examine how they have attempted to 

change practices, and perceptions of practices, relating to corruption.  
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In focusing on the intersubjective meanings of corruption, I have also 

contributed by introducing cultural studies concepts into corruption research in the 

management and organisation disciplines. Previously, concepts of cultural studies 

concerning meanings, representations and identities appear to have been used in topics 

such as gender, organisational culture, and workplace discrimination (see, for example, 

Ely (1995), Pratt and Rafaeli (1997), Creed, Scully et al. (2002)). My research shows 

that these concepts could also be used to study controversial organisation phenomenon 

such as corruption. Moreover, the use of cultural studies concepts, specifically the 

attention given to the active role of actors in constructing meanings for social practices, 

partially addresses what some scholars have identified as a limitation of corruption 

theories in management and organisation studies: the lack of “research from a ‘local’ 

point of view” (Torsello and Venard 2016 p. 50). I have thus expanded the conceptual 

tool box of corruption research in management and organisation studies. 

Next, I have also contributed by expanding corruption research using an 

interpretive lens on developing countries, particularly in relation to Indonesia. Empirical 

studies on corruption in Indonesia mostly follow an objectivist approach with limited 

insights on the meanings of corruption from the view of ‘insiders’. Widely cited works 

often promote the view that corruption has a universally negative impact on people’s 

welfare (Olken 2006), the ‘exploitative’ nature of corruption (McLeod 2000) and profile 

Indonesia in terms of its political, economic and cultural conditions as fertile soil for 

corruption (Robertson Snape 1999). This led me to conclude that there appears to be 

little research done on corruption using an interpretive approach: I have been able to 

locate only one publication by Znoj (2007).  

My study concurs with Znoj (2007) in arguing that corruption needs to be 

understood not as an objectively defined individual offence but as a socially constructed 

practice. My study therefore challenges mainstream research by demonstrating the 

multifarious and contested meanings of corruption and adds to Znoj (2007)’s study by 

pointing to the centrality of democracy and national identity in the meanings assigned 

for corruption. In other words, my study specifies what concepts are particularly 

relevant in shaping people’s experience of corruption, i.e., democracy and national 

identity, which I further discuss below.  

Existing corruption research has rarely explored the relationship between 

corruption and society’s understandings of other overarching but related issues such as 

democracy and national identity using an interpretive lens. Most studies consider 
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corruption as an obstruction to democracy (Djankov, La Porta et al. 2002, Montinola 

and Jackman 2002, Bhattacharyya and Hodler 2010) and little attention is paid to how 

the two might shape and reshape one another. My findings thus contribute to corruption 

research by showing that the meanings assigned to corruption and to democracy may be 

mutually constitutive, changing over time.  

National identity is another concept largely ignored in corruption research. Only 

a very limited number of research papers touch on national identity and corruption 

which discuss, for example, how corruption disrupts efforts in building or forging 

‘national identity’ (e.g., Xiao 2014). Others look at how the failure to achieve a coherent 

‘national identity’ gives rise to corruption (Nelson 2010, Feeny, Leach et al. 2012). 

These studies suggest that ‘corruption’ and ‘national identity’ are fixed entities which 

are inversely related to each other, while my findings indicate that ‘national identity’ is 

best understood as a process, underscoring its fluidity and multifarious nature as 

discussed.  

Further, my study stresses the importance of exploring meanings and role 

identities in (de)legitimising practices which many people label as corruption 

(Misangyi, Weaver et al. 2008, Breit 2011). In following the language that people use 

and the meanings they assign to practices associated with corruption, my study 

highlights the pivotal role of national identity in the constructions of corruption – social 

actors made sense of it by drawing on ideas of ‘national’ or ‘cultural’ identity as well as 

by invoking different societal discourses in complex and diverse ways. In this sense, I 

extend corruption research in highlighting how the different ways of constructing and 

manoeuvring ‘national identity’ influence what meanings of corruption are produced by 

different members of society with different interests. Instead of showing that individuals 

naturally subscribe to a fixed and universal idea about a particular national identity, they 

play a more active role in imagining, challenging, and defending their own sense of 

national identity at a particular time-space which in turn shapes their constructions of 

corruption.  

My study thus contributes by demonstrating the centrality as well as the 

instability and the context-specific multi-faceted nature of national identity in the 

constructions of corruption. It would be interesting to see how different national 

identities are constructed in relation to corruption in different geographical contexts, 

which future researchers might want to pursue. Capturing the uniqueness of the 

Indonesian context, I also draw attention to the role of religious concepts in people’s 
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interpretation of corruption. Instead of following the dominant meaning of corruption as 

violation of public duty for private interest, interviewees construct corruption as a clash 

between the pure vs. impure, the heart vs. brain, and gratitude vs. greed.  

Lastly, in giving attention to alternative meanings of corruption, I contribute by 

applying the concept of care ethics to the study of situated meanings of corruption. 

Many corruption studies classify corruption as a form of unethical behaviour and 

suggest it can be addressed through the implementation of universal moral codes (e.g., 

Peterson 2002, Kaptein and Schwartz 2008). In applying care ethics, my analysis 

suggests the relevance of an alternative mode of ethical reasoning to that commonly 

prescribed in mainstream ethics theory. One of the alternative meanings which 

challenges the official definition of corruption indicates that corruption ‘maintains 

social relations/obligations’. This meaning suggests that practices many have labelled as 

corruption exist because people follow a different ethical reasoning, one that attends 

more to the needs of others, and the needs to establish and maintain harmony between 

oneself and others. My study shows the relevance of “multiple moralities” (Torsello and 

Venard 2016 p. 35) to account for the different ways that individuals make sense of 

their thoughts and actions with regards to ethics and morality. What this means is that in 

order to understand the complexities of different modes of moral reasoning, we need a 

more “grounded development of ethical theory” (Furler and Palmer 2010 p. 6) - one that 

is anchored in lived experiences and its contextual complexities. Future research might 

want to explore this issue in greater detail. 

From a practical angle, findings from my interviews have several implications 

for the dissemination of anti-corruption messages. By being mindful of the contested 

nature of meanings and discourse, anti-corruption promoters and the wider public may 

be more inclined to see reports of corruption or governance that are often presented in 

the form of statistics or ‘scientific diagnosis’ not as irrefutable facts, but as particular 

versions of story. As my findings suggest, the variety of meanings assigned to 

corruption is not only influenced by socio-cultural factors but also the institutional 

settings in which actors are situated. This fundamentally redefines what is considered as 

knowledge and who gets to contribute to the shared stock of knowledge.  

My study indicates that certain meanings become dominant and acquire status as 

legitimate knowledge about corruption, partly because they were produced and widely 

circulated by authoritative bodies or ‘experts’, while others do not. Understanding that 

meaning-making is an ongoing process not independent of human involvement, what is 
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considered ‘legitimate’ knowledge about corruption is therefore not free of the context 

in which a particular meaning is produced and the interests of the actors involved. 

Furthermore, the meanings of corruption that are currently circulated through the anti-

corruption movement have tended to dismiss alternative meanings and this may explain 

their limited results. For example, despite the dominance of the meaning assigned to 

uang terima kasih or ‘thank you money’ between business and government as 

‘corruption’ which carries negative connotations, other (positive) meanings of the 

practice as ‘maintaining relations’ or ‘maintaining social obligations’ (as described in 

the use of the term infaq or alms-giving) prevail within society. Anti-corruption 

campaigns should address this gap by recognising the importance of more localised and 

varied meanings, in the hope that anti-corruption messages might resonate more and 

gain greater support which would yield a better chance of success. At the same time, 

anti-corruption campaigns need to address the conditions which give rise to the 

alternative meanings such as the huge gap between the salary of public servants and 

their private sector counterparts, as well as other issues in the administration of public 

institutions. 

Finally, findings from interviews also have implications for broader social 

policy. It appears that despite the existence of socio-economic differences, anti-

corruption messages are still viewed positively by members of society. However, my 

study clearly demonstrates that some individuals are greatly disadvantaged by the 

existing anti-corruption framework which ignores their need to maintain an acceptable 

standard of living through practices largely labelled as corruption. Given that some 

meanings of corruption are bound up with social conditions concerning economic 

inequalities of the marginalised, the suppression of these meanings will further diminish 

their opportunities for improving their economic capital (Bourdieu 2004), thereby 

aggravating inequalities. In this case, there is a need to address this situation. 

In conclusion, the aim of this research was to study what corruption means in the 

Indonesian context. The interpretive methodology enriched by cultural and 

anthropological literature assisted me in this endeavour. Following this, I have been able 

to show that despite the overwhelming global consensus on the need for an 

(anti)corruption agenda, its content and meanings remain fluid, contested and complex. 

This is arguably because, in part, practices largely labelled as corruption are seen as 

performing a range of functions in social life. More importantly, highlighting the 

importance of understanding meanings in context, corruption is posited by many 
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involved as a means of preserving their livelihood and maintaining social obligations 

and relationships within a setting with extreme inequalities (Winters 2013) situated in a 

culture where there is a strong need to identify with a particular social group (Znoj 

2007). 
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APPENDIX 1: PLAIN LANGUAGE STATEMENT (ENGLISH VERSION) 

 

 

Project Title:  

Business Relationships with Government in 

Indonesia: What does corruption mean? 

 

 

Dear [name of participant] 

 

My name is Kanti Pertiwi and I am a PhD student in the Department of Management 

and Marketing at the University of Melbourne. I would like to invite you to take part in 

a research project.  

 

The aim of the study is to understand the views of individuals in business and 

government concerning business-government relationships and learn more about what 

corruption means. There is an ongoing interest in these relationships and in 

understanding how they are influenced by public discussions about corruption. This 

project aims to contribute practical insights by identifying the complex dynamics 

between the government and different types of organisations, which should prove useful 

for future governance reform programs. This project has received approval from the 

University of Melbourne’s Human Research Ethics Committee. 

 

What you will be asked to do 

Should you agree to participate, you would be asked to participate in an interview. With 

your permission, the interview will be digitally recorded so that I can make an accurate 

record.  

 

Your participation 

Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary and should you wish to withdraw at 

any stage, or to withdraw any unprocessed data which has been supplied, you are free to 

do so without prejudice. 

 

How your privacy is protected 

My notes, the interview recordings, transcripts, and any other documents that you 

provide, will be kept confidential, within the limits of the law. Your name and contact 

details and the data will be kept in separate files on a password-protected computer for 

at least five years after the results of the study are published, and then destroyed.  

 

In any publications resulting from this study, you will be referred to by a pseudonym. I 

will remove any references to personal information that might allow someone to guess 

your identity or that of your organisation; however, you should note that as the number 

of people I seek to interview is small, it is possible that someone may still be able to 

identify you.  
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How you will receive feedback 

Once the research has been finalized, all participants have the option of receiving a 

summary of the findings directly by indicating their interest on the consent form and 

providing an email address. 

 

How to get further information 

Should you require any further information about this project, now or at a later stage, 

please do not hesitate to contact me via the contact details below.  

 

Also, if you have any concerns about the conduct of this project, you can contact the 

Executive Officer, Human Research Ethics, The University of Melbourne, on phone: 

+61 3 8344 2073, or fax: +61 3 9347 6739. 

 

If you agree to participate 

If you would like to participate in this study, please indicate that you have read and 

understood this statement by signing the accompanying consent form.  

 

Contact Information 

Ms Kanti Pertiwi (PhD Candidate) 

Department of Management and Marketing 

Email: k.pertiwi@student.unimelb.edu.au 

Ph: +61 3 9035 5302/+61 452 191 702 

 

Associate Professor Susan Ainsworth (Supervisor) 

Department of Management and Marketing 

Email: susanaa@unimelb.edu.au 

Ph: +61 3 9035 5639 

 

Professor Cynthia Hardy (Supervisor) 

Department of Management and Marketing 

Email: chardy@unimelb.edu.au 

Ph: +61 3 8344 3719 

 

Associate Professor Peter Verhezen (Supervisor) 

Department of Management and Marketing 

Email: verhezen@unimelb.edu.au 

Ph: +61 3 8344 4481 

 

 



191 

 

APPENDIX 2: INTERVIEW GUIDELINE 

 

 

Interviewees will be provided with a newspaper article and given the time to read 

through the article.  

I will start with the following introduction: 

“I am interested in finding out what corruption means in general terms to people in 

Indonesia and not in the conduct of specific individuals or organisations. To start the 

conversation, I would like you to read this following article and then we can discuss it.” 

The interview will then proceed with the following questions as guidelines: 

1. After reading this article, what do you think about the newspaper’s view of 

corruption in Indonesia? Do you agree or disagree? 

2. If you agree, can you explain why? If you disagree, can you explain your view: 

how would you describe corruption in this country? 

3. Do you think these practices are widespread? 

4. Why do you think corruption occurs? 

5. What groups are involved and how? 

6. Do you think corruption damages the business/economy? 

7. Why is it difficult to stop/change? 

8. How do you think foreigners/outsiders’ view corruption in Indonesia? 

9. Is that accurate or do you think they misunderstand it? 

10. Do you think the situation has improved or is it getting worse? 

 

Thank you very much for your time and for all you have shared with me. If you wish to 

learn more or choose to have your interview withdrawn from the study, you can contact 

me at any time at kpertiwi@student.unimelb.edu.au or +61 452 191 702 
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