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Corruption is the misuse of public power or resources for private gain. It is a serious problem that affects all parts of
governance – ethical, political, economic, and social. It weakens public trust in institutions. It also leads to unfair
decisions, wastes public money, and slows down development. 

Corruption Meaning 

Corruption is one of the gravest challenges to ethical governance and public administration. Derived from the
Latin word corruptus meaning “to destroy or decay”, it signifies the erosion of integrity, honesty and
public trust. 

Transparency International defines corruption as the “abuse of entrusted power for private gain.”
Corruption is not merely a legal or administrative issue; it is fundamentally an ethical issue because it places
private interest above public interest. 
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The Second Administrative Reforms Commission (2nd ARC) describes corruption as one of the most visible
manifestations of the failure of ethics in governance.

Kautilya aptly observed in the Arthashastra: “Just as it is impossible not to taste honey placed at the tip of
the tongue, it is impossible for a government servant not to eat up a bit of the king’s revenue.”

Robert Klitgaard’s famous formula explains the structural roots of corruption: Corruption = Monopoly +
Discretion – Accountability

Types of Corruption

The 2nd ARC observed that corruption ranges from grand corruption involving persons in high places to retail
corruption touching the everyday life of common people.

Grand Corruption: Corruption occurring at the highest levels of government that influences policies, laws,
contracts and allocation of public resources.

Example: Manipulation of large infrastructure contracts or allocation of natural resources in exchange
for kickbacks.

Petty Corruption: Everyday corruption involving low and mid-level public officials during routine
interactions with citizens.

Example: Bribes demanded for issuing driving licences, land records, birth certificates or welfare
benefits.

Political Corruption: Misuse of political power for electoral, partisan or personal gains
Example: Vote-buying, misuse of public funds during elections, or awarding contracts to political
supporters.

Coercive Corruption: Citizens are compelled to pay bribes to access services they are legally entitled to
receive.

Example: Paying money to a police officer for registering an FIR or to a municipal official for
approving a legitimate application.

Collusive Corruption: Both bribe giver and bribe taker willingly cooperate to obtain illegal benefits at the
expense of society.

Example: A contractor bribing officials to secure a public contract and subsequently delivering
substandard work.

Non-Conjunctive Corruption: Benefits are obtained at the cost of victims who remain unaware of their
exploitation.

Example: Fake MGNREGA muster rolls, ghost beneficiaries in welfare schemes, or fraudulent
disaster-relief compensation claims.

Systemic Corruption: Corruption becomes embedded within institutions and is accepted as a normal way
of functioning.

Example: Routine bribery across an entire department for processing files or approvals.
Sporadic Corruption: Isolated instances of corruption that do not characterize the functioning of the entire
institution.

Example: A single official accepting a bribe despite an otherwise clean and transparent organization.
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Legal Corruption: Actions that violate established laws and anti-corruption regulations.
Example: Possession of assets disproportionate to known sources of income under the Prevention of
Corruption Act.

Moral Corruption: Conduct that may not violate the letter of law but violates ethical principles and public
trust.

Example: Favouring relatives in appointments, conflict of interest in decision-making, or deliberate
non-performance of official duties.

Causes of Corruption

Corruption arises when opportunities for misuse of power exist, accountability is weak, and ethical values fail to
guide behaviour. It is influenced by both institutional weaknesses and individual choices.

Monopoly of power and excessive discretion with low accountability create favourable conditions for
corruption. When officials have wide decision-making powers without adequate oversight, the chances of
misuse increase. 

This is captured by Klitgaard’s formula: Corruption = Monopoly + Discretion – Accountability.
Weak ethical values and decline of integrity often lead individuals to place personal gain above public
interest. When honesty, selflessness and commitment to public service weaken, corruption becomes easier
to justify.
Excessive focus on self-interest can encourage people to misuse public office for private benefits. Public
Choice Theory explains that individuals may act in their own interest unless effective checks and balances
exist.
Complex rules, red tape and cumbersome procedures create delays and increase dependence on
officials, encouraging bribery as a shortcut to obtain services.
Lack of transparency in decision-making and limited access to information make it difficult to detect
wrongdoing and hold officials accountable.
Political-criminal-business nexus often leads to collusive corruption, where influential groups work
together to secure contracts, licences or policy favours for mutual benefit.
Socio-economic inequalities make poor and vulnerable citizens more susceptible to exploitation and less
capable of resisting corrupt demands.
Weak enforcement of laws, delayed investigations and low conviction rates reduce the fear of
punishment and create a culture of impunity.
Materialism and social pressure for wealth and status can encourage people to seek success through
unethical means rather than honest effort.
The colonial legacy of concentrated authority, highlighted by the 2nd ARC, has contributed to an
administrative culture where power is often exercised with limited accountability.
Inadequate protection for whistleblowers discourages people from reporting corruption due to fear of
harassment or retaliation.
Low public awareness and weak citizen participation reduce social accountability and allow corrupt
practices to continue unchecked.
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Corruption as an Ethical Challenge

Corruption represents a breakdown of ethical values such as integrity, honesty, accountability, objectivity,
impartiality and commitment to public service.

Virtue Ethics Perspective: According to Aristotle, good governance depends upon virtues becoming habits.
Corruption flourishes when honesty and integrity cease to be habitual traits and greed becomes normalized.
Kantian Perspective: Immanuel Kant’s Categorical Imperative rejects corruption because no society can
function if dishonesty becomes a universal rule. If everyone accepted bribes, public institutions would lose
legitimacy.
Utilitarian Perspective: Corruption fails the utilitarian test because it benefits a few individuals while
causing immense harm to society. The poor suffer the most through denial of welfare benefits, healthcare
and justice.
Gandhian Perspective: Gandhi’s Talisman asks decision-makers to consider the welfare of the weakest
person. Since corruption disproportionately hurts the poor and vulnerable, it is fundamentally unethical.

Major Challenges of Corruption

Corruption represents a fundamental challenge to ethical governance, institutional integrity and public
accountability. It not only weakens administrative effectiveness but also undermines justice, trust and the
legitimacy of democratic institutions.

Erosion of Public Trust and Legitimacy: Corruption weakens citizens’ confidence in public institutions
and undermines the trust that forms the basis of democratic governance and the social contract. 
Undermining Rule of Law: Selective application of laws and abuse of authority compromise the principles
of fairness, impartiality and equality before law. 
Distortion of Public Policy: Policy decisions may be influenced by private interests rather than public
welfare, resulting in regulatory capture and rent-seeking. 
Weakening of Institutional Integrity: Persistent corruption erodes values such as honesty, integrity,
dedication to public service and ethical leadership, leading to institutional decay and loss of credibility.
Impediment to Economic Development: Corruption increases transaction costs, discourages investment,
distorts market competition and reduces the efficiency of public expenditure.
Threat to Social Justice: The burden of corruption falls disproportionately on weaker sections of society,
limiting their access to opportunities, rights and essential services (Rawls’ Theory of Justice).
Decline in Quality of Public Services: Diversion and misappropriation of public resources adversely affect
healthcare, education, infrastructure and welfare delivery.
Normalisation of Unethical Conduct: The 2nd ARC’s contamination and snowballing effects highlight how
unchecked corruption gradually becomes embedded within organisational culture.
Weakening of Democratic Governance: Electoral corruption, opaque political financing and abuse of
public office undermine democratic accountability and constitutional morality.
Challenges to Accountability Mechanisms: Delayed investigations, low conviction rates and institutional
collusion often create a culture of impunity.
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Conflict of Interest and Cronyism: Nexus between politicians, bureaucrats and business interests
compromises objectivity, neutrality and impartiality, leading to decisions that favour private interests
over public welfare.
Emergence of Complex Forms of Corruption: Digital manipulation, shell companies, offshore financial
networks and cyber-enabled fraud have increased the complexity of detection and enforcement.

Way Forward

The 2nd Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC) rightly observed that “values without institutional
support become weak, while institutions without values become hollow.” Therefore, tackling corruption
requires a combination of ethical transformation, institutional reforms and active citizen participation.

Strengthen Ethical Values in Public Life: Promote integrity, honesty, selflessness, dedication to public
service and moral courage through ethics training, value-based education and ethical leadership.
Enhance Transparency and Accountability: Expand the use of e-governance, proactive disclosure, social
audits and RTI mechanisms to reduce discretion and improve public scrutiny.
Strengthen Anti-Corruption Institutions: Empower institutions such as the Lokpal and Lokayuktas,
CVC, CBI and vigilance bodies with greater autonomy, resources and enforcement capacity.
Ensure Swift and Certain Punishment: Fast-track corruption cases, reduce delays in granting prosecution
sanctions and improve conviction rates to create effective deterrence.
Protect Whistleblowers: Ensure robust implementation of the Whistle Blowers Protection Act to
encourage reporting of corruption without fear of retaliation.
Reform Political Funding: Increase transparency in political finance and strengthen mechanisms to curb
the influence of money power in elections.
Reduce Monopoly and Discretion: Simplify procedures, rationalise regulations and minimise unnecessary
human interfaces in service delivery, consistent with the Klitgaard framework.
Promote Citizen-Centric Governance: Strengthen grievance redressal systems, participatory governance
and community monitoring to make public institutions more responsive and accountable.
Leverage Technology for Integrity: Use digital platforms, blockchain, AI-based audits and data analytics
to improve transparency and detect irregularities in public transactions.
Foster an Ethical Work Culture: Encourage probity in governance, conflict-of-interest management, code
of ethics and code of conduct across public institutions.

As Mahatma Gandhi said, “Means are as important as ends.” A corruption-free society cannot be built merely
through stricter laws; it requires a culture of integrity, transparency, accountability and public service. Only when
ethical values and strong institutions reinforce each other can the vision of good governance and probity in public
life be achieved.
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