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─Abstract ─
The concept of corruption is generally used to mean all actions and behaviors
constituting bribery, embezzlement, favoritism etc. It is important to note that,
“corruption” is the name given to the certain types of corruption (mainly; bribery,
embezzlement, favoritism), which has political characteristics. Political corruption
has a wider meaning than corruption. In other words, political corruption is an
umbrella concept which also includes corruption. This paper explores political
corruption, the abuse of public office for private gain. The goal of this paper is to
provide the terminology and especially typology of political corruption.
Key Words: Political corruption, bribery, embezzlement, favoritism, nepotism,
extortion, peculation.
JEL Classification: D72, D73
I.INTRODUCTION
This paper explores political corruption, the abuse of public office for private
gain. The goal of this paper is to provide the terminology and especially typology
of political corruption.
The paper proceeds as follows in explaining political corruption. First, the
meaning of political corruption will be explained. Both narrow and broad meaning
of corruption will be clarified. Secondly, the types of political corruption will be
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explored. In literature, the term of corruption is often equated with “biribery.”
However, there are many different types of political corruption. Besides bribery,
the other types of political corruption (extortion, embezzlement, peculation, rent
seeking, pork-barreling, negative logrolling etc.) will also be explained.
II.DEFINITION AND PROPERTIES OF POLITICAL CORRUPTION
There are many behaviors and actions that negatively affect political ethics. The
behaviors and actions that damages political ethics are called political corruption.
However, the meaning of political corruption in the literature is still not clear.
Apart from the political scientists that are acquainted with the subject, the social
scientists, politicians and public use “bribe” and “corruption” to illustrate the
damage in political ethics. The concept of “corruption” on the other hand has a
much narrower meaning than political corruption.
It would be useful to give several examples of definition from the literature.
J. S. Nye provides the following definition:
“Corruption is behavior which deviates from the formal duties of a public role
[office] because of a private-regarding (personal, close family, private clique)
pecuniary or status gains; or violates rules against the exercise of certain types of
private-regarding influence.” (Nye, 1967:966)
C. Friedrich provides the following definition in his book entitled Political
Pathology:
“The pattern of corruption can be said to exist whenever a powerholder who is
charged with doing certain things, i.e., who is a responsible functionary or
officeholder, is by monetary or other rewards not legally provided for, induced to
take actions which favor whoever provides the rewards and thereby does damage
to the public and its interests.” (Friedrich, 1966:74)
The concept of corruption is generally used to mean all actions and behaviors
constituting bribery, embezzlement, favoritism etc. It is important to note that,
“corruption” is the name given to the certain types of corruption (mainly; bribery,
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embezzlement, favoritism), which has political characteristics. As it will be
mentioned below, political corruption has a wider meaning than corruption. In
other words, political corruption is an umbrella concept which also includes
corruption.
In its widest meaning, political corruption is the behavior and action of violating
the contemporary laws, ethics, religious and cultural norms of the society by the
actors (voters, politicians, bureaucrats, interest and pressure groups) which has a
role in the decision making.
Before mentioning the types of political corruption, it is better to put forward the
basic properties of the concept. It is possible to enlist the basic characteristics of
political corruption as follows: (Aktan,1992. ; Aktan,1997:1063-77)
• Political corruption appears in the political process. Political process is the
structure where the decision-making of the government takes place.
• Political corruption occurs in the relationship between political actors
(politicians, bureaucrats, interest and pressure groups) that possess a role in
the political process.
• The political actors which has a right to make decisions due to political
corruption, uses their political power and authority to violate the present
legislations, norms and ethical rules.
• The public officials that abuses their power and authority provide themselves
or others with in-kind or financial “interests”.
• Political corruption is generally confidential.
• Political corruption shows characteristics that extends to all parts of the
society. Economic corruption, academic corruption (scientific corruption) etc.
are types of political corruptions which appear in institutions and political
rules that are not properly formed.
• With the presence of political corruption democratic institutions loses their
functionality within time. Interests and pressure groups evolves as a
consequence of political corruption.
49

• Political corruption may be present in the governmental systems such as
monarchy, oligarchy, or democracy. Shortly, all governmental systems
possess political corruption within varying types or levels. The political
systems where political corruption is widespread can be called kleptocracy. *
• There is a close relationship between political corruption and the changes and
developments that takes place in the socio-economic structure. Parallel with
the changes in the socio-economic structure, political corruption becomes
more prevalent.
III.TYPES OF POLITICAL CORRUPTION
Political corruption appears in the political system in various types and ways. We
may summarize them under the following short headings: 1
A. Bribery
The concept of bribery means the abuse of power and authority by providing
persons or institutions certain privileges in return for financial or other benefits. In
short, bribery is defined as the abuse of power and authority in return for
maintaining personal benefits. The abuse of power and authority can be done in
two ways.
• The abuse of power and authority in order to accelerate procedures that is in
accordance with the law. It is apparent that these procedures will be causing
benefits for some at the expense of others. An example is receiving financial
or other benefits in return for concluding procedures in a shorter time.
• The abuse of power and authority in order to accelerate procedures which are
against the law. As an example, a person may receive a traffic license by
providing financial benefits prior to entering an exam either/or passing the
exam.

*

Kleptocracy (root: Klepto+cracy) literally means rule by thieves. It is a pejorative, informal term
for a form of government which represents the culimination of political corruption.
1
This typology is first developed in one of my books published in Turkey: see: Coskun Can Aktan,
Politik Yozlasma ve Kleptokrasi, İstanbul: AFA Yayınları, 1992.
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The first type of abuse of authority and position in return for certain benefits
(i.e.mentioned above) is called “acceleratory bribe” or “light bribery”, while the
latter type is called “distortion bribe” or “heavy bribery”. (Berkman, 1983:23)
For example, a motorist may bribe a police officer not to issue a ticket for
speeding, or a narcotics smuggler may bribe a judge to lessen criminal penalties.
It is important to state that the act that causes bribery is either materialized
through the demand of a public official or suggested by the persons or institutions
that the public official is involved with. In other words, when the public official
starts the act, it is the “demand for bribe”, when on the other hand, the institutions
and persons involved start the act it results with the event of “taking of bribe”.
The concept of “demanding bribe” is only one aspect of bribery.
The public official when demanding bribe is in a position of active subject. This
situation may be defined as “active bribery”, but it is essentially used to mean
“forced bribery”. However the difference between bribery and tribute isn’t clear.
For instance, a public officer may lead a person to propose bribery without openly
asking the person involved money or other benefits. As an example, a person may
pull goods from the customs within a shorter time by providing the customs
official money or bribery (light bribery); the custom officer openly requesting a
bribe (tribute) by threatening to intentionally slow down the procedures or
creating of problems is called a tribute. (Berkman, 1983:23)
As stated above bribery is a political exchange which is materialized with requires
the participation of two sides. These political parties may establish connections
with each other as well as being related with other intermediate persons or
institutions. The process of political exchange in direct relationships will be easier
if one of the parties knows that the other party is willing give/take the bribe.
Bribery may also be pursued by an expert, business bureau, some politicians and
bureaucrats which does peddling. In these circumstances a part of the bribe is paid
to the intermediate person or institution.
Bribery is a type of political corruption which has been existent since the old ages.
Bribery has occurred when state and person relations has commenced.
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B. Extortion
Extortion constitutes another type of bribery. Extortion is essentially a special
type of bribery offense. Bribery is materialized as a result of the agreement
between two parties; the bribe taker and the bribe giver. In this framework,
bribery is the result of the mutually consented agreement between the two parties.
Extortion, on the other hand is the act of one party forcing the other to give the
bribe. This is the reason why extortion offense is different from bribery. In
summary, it may be true to say that extortion occurs when a civil servant obtains
money, behaviour, or other goods and/or services from citizens by wrongfully
threatening or inflicting harm to his person, reputation, or property.
C. Embezzlement and Peculation
Embezzlement means; stealing from the safekeeping and/or using those entrusted
as if ones property. According to political terminology embezzlement is defined
as illegal use of money or asset type of public resources by the public officials for
personal spending or use. For example, the public official may cover the
petroleum costs of his/her personal car from public funds. Embezzlement from
this angle is synonym to theft.
In summary, embezzlement is defined as theft/larceny of assets (money or
property) by a person in a position of trust or responsibility over those assets. 2
The embezzlement is called “peculation” if it is done in a fraudulent way. In short,
peculation is an aggravated type of embezzlement offense. In this respect
peculation is also named as “aggravated embezzlement”.

2

The major difference between larceny and embezzlement is the way in which the property
changes hands. With larceny, the property is carried away; it was never in the possession of the
perpetrator. With embezzlement, however, the perpetrator has lawfully possessed the property, but
then has converted it into his/her own property. The following example illustrates the difference. A
man walks onto a construction site and takes a hammer and goes home. He has committed larceny,
because he has taken someone else’s property away, with the intent never to return it. A
construction worker on that same site, who uses the hammer every day, puts it in his pocket at the
end of the day and takes it home. He has committed embezzlement, because it was in his
possession to use while he worked on the site, but when he took it off the site, he converted it into
his own property. See: ”What Is The Difference Between Larceny And Embezzlement?”
http://criminal-law.freeadvice.com/white_collar_crimes/embezzlement_larceny.htm
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D. Favoritism
Favoritism is a type of political corruption that occurs during the political
decision-making process. Favoritism as a concept means unrightful and illegal
favoritism and support. Favoritism is colloquially called favor done by influential
persons. There are different types of favoritism; we can shortly define them as
follows: 3
Nepotism
Nepotism is the act of favoring one's family members in a situation where doing
so is considered inappropriate. In other words, nepotism is defined as the
employment or designation of a person according to its family ties with
bureaucrats or other public officials regardless of their talents, abilities, success
and their educational level etc. Nepotism is more common in societies where
traditional ties and relations are dense. 4
Cronyism
Cronyism is similar to nepotism, but it applies to friends and prior associates
rather than exclusively to family. Cronyism is defined as the employment of
public officials according to friendship ties rather than competence and equality
principles. Basically, there is no difference between cronyism and nepotism.
However, the person in favor in cronyism is not a relative but a friend or similar
persons. Fellowship favoritism is a special type of cronyism. In the present
context, factors like being from the same city or to grow up in the same territory
continue to be widespread reasons for favoritism in traditional societies.
3

For more information about the meaning and the types of favoritism, see: Jose V. Abueva, "The
Contribution of Nepotism, Spoils, and Graft to Political Development", East-West Center Review,
1966. No. 3.
4
The word nepotism comes from the Latin word nepos, meaning "nephew". This derives from the
historical tendency for Catholic popes and bishops, who had taken vows of chastity, to raise their
illegitimate sons as "nephews" and to give them preference. Several popes are known to have
elevated nephews and other relatives to the cardinalate. Often, such appointments were used as a
means of continuing a papal "dynasty". See: “Nepotism”, Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia.
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nepotism
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Political Favoritism (partisanship)
Political favoritism is defined as providing illegal and unrightful benefits in
different ways by the elected political parties to the group of voters which
supported them during the elections. Shortly, in political favoritism political
parties are in a way awarding their political supporters for the help they have
given during their election stage. Political favoritism may also be called political
partisanship. Partisanship is the waste of public resources both at the high and low
level bureaucracy. Extreme partisanship or zealotry is common especially in the
local public service units.
In political science terminology politician’s favoritism towards their own
partisans is also called as political clientalism or clientalistic politics. In short,
clientalism is the support and protection of the partisan (client) by the political
party.
Today political favoritism or political clientalism is common in many countries.
Political parties are inclined to open new positions and create new positions in the
public institutions in order to employ their own partisans. (Johnston,1979)
E. Patronage
Once the political party comes to power it is common in the political process to
remove the existing high level bureaucrats working in the public institutions with
new persons by considering factors like political partisanship, supporters,
ideology, and nepotism-cronyism. In literature this situation is called “patronage”.
Extreme patronage means some ministers have unlimited power and authority to
make assignments to various positions and to employ new consultants etc.
Zealotry and extreme patronage is one of the widespread types of political
corruption present in many societies.
The “spoils system” applied in the USA in the 19th century is a good example of
patronage. 5 In this system, after each election public officials leaves their
positions to the public officials of the elected political party. The system is seen as
5

The use of public offices as rewards for political party work is known as the spoils system. In this
system, when a political party comes to power, its leaders tend to place many of their faithful
followers into important public offices. The opposite of the spoils system is “merit system.”
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the distribution of the political power by providing civil-service to political
partisans.
In short, the spoils system is the distribution of public positions as an award to the
supporters, contributers of political power regardless of the principles of
competence and equality.
F. Pork-Barreling
Pork-barreling is another type of political corruption that can occur during the
political process stage. Pork-barreling is the abuse of the budget and resources by
the ruling party in order to allocate the budget to the electoral districts where it
could maximize votes. In reality, political parties in power tend to allocate more
resources to settlement areas they have received most of the votes. The allocation
of the budget by the Prime Minister and Ministers to their own electoral districts
(i.e. to guarantee re-election) is very widespread type of political corruption. In
short, in this type of corruption the distributions of public resources in the areas
with the most need are disregarded and services are taken to settlement areas of
the political party in power.
G. Logrolling and Vote Buying
Logrolling is a type of political corruption which occurs especially during the
legislation procedure. Political parties may mutually support the laws they have
proposed to the parliament (i.e. legislative body) if it is in the interest of political
parties. This in a way, is a mutual voting trade. There is no doubt that the vote
trade in some instances may be useful in simplifying the decision making process.
As an example, a decision in parliament over certain topics may be subject to firm
and tough rules. The decision making on a certain topic may be restricted to a
certain proportion of the total number of the parliament members. In this situation
political parties may mutually ensure the approval of the draft legislation they
have proposed to the parliament. Both parties (part in power and the opposition
party) use their votes to mutually support each other.
However, in some instances vote trade can cause political corruption and erodes
political ethics. Political parties may support each other when there is a mutual
benefit. For instance, members of the parliament may vote for mutual benefits; of
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increasing the salaries of members of parliament, increase the retirement income,
and the reduction of mandatory retirement age of the members of parliament. For
example, party A can agree with party B to support the legislation of the Project X
proposed to the parliament in return voting for the Y project party B proposed. In
this situation both projects may be enforced even if it is not in accordance with
country’s interest.
Another topic that could be evaluated in logrolling is “vote buying”. In logrolling
mechanism political parties may secretly propose financial benefits to the other
party’s deputy for the approval of the draft legislation they have proposed to the
parliament. A wider application of vote purchasing is as follows; the transfer of a
political party’s deputy to another political party (i.e. after elections) by benefiting
from the other party’s financial or other means is a different type of political
corruption. The transfer of a deputy to another party is in a way an increase in the
number of votes especially in rural areas where the deputy as a person is more
important than the party’s program and philosophy the eyes of the voter. So if
deputy switches from party A to B he/she will still gain the support of the voters.
In the present context, the purchasing of deputy is a common type of political
corruption seen in the political process. There is also a market for purchasing
deputy’s and votes.
H. Lobbying
During the political decision making process interest and pressure groups lobbies
the ruling party, the other opposition parties, bureaucracy and voters, and hinders
optimal decision making in the public sector. Lobbying activities by special
interest groups (companies and conglomerates, employees and employer
syndicates, chamber of trade and industry and other occupational unions etc.)
usually take place as follows:
-Interest and pressure groups can financially or by other means support political
parties prior to election. In the first type of method, that is, campaign finance, if
the party the interest and pressure groups supported wins the election then these
groups tries to be effective on the ruling party in order to seek interests and rent.
-The interest and pressure groups aftermath the elections try to influence some of
the member of parliaments (MPs) to act in their own interests. The second type of
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method in English is called “Influence peddling”; MP’s or bureaucrats try to
affect other bureaucrats or MP’s in order to provide advantages to persons or
institutions through peddling. Interest and pressure groups emphasize that the
“itinerant” is influential, dominant and able to finish the work. The itinerant is
also called “law broker”. Law brokers can enable the passing of laws and by-laws
by providing interests to the legislative organ and cabinet.
I. Rent Seeking
The activities by the pressure and interest groups to gain artificial economic
transfer created by the government is called “rent seeking”. The important factor
here is, understanding the difference between the real and artificial rent. Real rent,
occurs according to the supply and demand relations in the economy and this
concept usually refers to land providing income without having to work after a
certain time. Artificial rent, on the other hand is, the limitations put by the
government on some economic activities and/or organizations of the economic
activities by the government itself. So rent seeking is the waste of available scarce
resources for interest and pressure groups to gain artificial rent created by the
government. If we were to open up the definition; the term rent seeking covers the
activities and expenditure of the interest and pressure groups to acquire economic
and social transfer by government.
The main economic and social transfers are as follows;
• Monopoly seeking
• Tariff seeking
• License seeking
• Quota seeking
• Altruism seeking
• Subsidy seeking
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The diffusion of rent seeking type of political corruption in the political decisionmaking causes a “rent seeking community” (Transfer Community) and “Rent
seeking class” to emerge in time. 6
However, rent seeking does not have the same meaning as political clientelism.
As mentioned before political clientelism is the protection of partisans by the
political party. In this framework, it could be said that partisans (clients) are more
fortunate in rent seeking than others.
J. The Leakage of Public Secrets and Robbery
Public secrets are some activities of the legislative, executive and judiciary bodies
which are kept outside the knowledge of the public for various reasons.
(Robertson, 1982) The intelligence agencies in various countries are responsible
for collecting, analyzing and storing data in the legislative-institutional
framework. This information most of the time is stored outside the knowledge of
the public, as public secrets. There is the possibility of this information (i.e. which
should be confidentially stored) being revealed or transferred to some persons or
institutions by the public officials for their own self-interest. In these
circumstances, the person leaking the public secrets receives pecuniary or nonpecuniary benefits. As an example, it is possible to gain interests by secretly
leaking information and documents regarding the national security.
This type of political corruption mainly occurs while the government is
performing its executive functions. The announcement of some confidential
administrative and economic decisions taken by the government at an unexpected
time is only one aspect of the contemporary political decision-making mechanism.
However, the economic decision expected to be taken may be transferred by some
ministers, high level bureaucrats and some MP’s from the ruling party to some
opportunist spectators and interest groups in return for personal gains. The
6

For more information concerning rent seeking, see: Gordon Tullock, "The Welfare Costs of
Tariffs, Monopolies and Theft" Economic Inquiry, vol 5, 1967; Anne Krueger, "The Political
Economy of Rent Seeking Society" American Economic Review, vol 64, No 3, June, 1974;
Charles K. Rowley, Robert D. Tollison and Gordon Tullock, The Political Economy of Rent
Seeking, Boston: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1988; Robert Tollison, "Rent Seeking: A Survey",
Kyklos, vol 35, 1982; Jagdish Bhagwati, "Directly, Unproductive Profit-Seeking (DUP)
Activities" Journal of Political Economy, vol 90, No 5, 1982; J.A., Dorn, "Introduction: The
Transfer Society", The Cato Journal, vol 6, No: 1, 1986.
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intervention of the government in the economy increases this type of political
corruption. For instance, the state producing goods and services with the
intermediary role of public enterprises may make changes in the price (increase in
price) and those institutions and persons aware of this situation can make a
fortunes (millions or billions) by stocking the goods. This sort of political
corruption is colloquially called robbery.
K. Suasion
“Suasion” can be defined as providing those that have supported the ruling party
prior to election with opportunities after the election. (Stanbury & Fulton, 1984)
Suasion is a different form of personal favoritism and service favoritism.
Politicians try to live up to the expectations of pressure and interest groups in
order to avoid loss of votes in the coming elections. For example an X company
which gave financial assistance to A candidate prior to municipality elections can
ask for the asphalting of the road in front of the company. The asphalting of the
road regardless of the queue is a type of suasion.
The ruling party may offer persons or institutions subsidies or social aids to the
persons and institutions who have given support. The ruling party may form semipublic institutions to offer its partisans these types of opportunities and guarantee
re-election. In application these types of institutions are mainly formed outside the
budget and are administered in a special manner, that is, outside the legal and
institutional framework of other public institutions (legislative, executive and
judiciary organs)”. An example is the “extra-budgetary funds” existent in many
countries.
L. Political Manipulation
Another type of political corruption is the “political manipulation” of voters (i.e
by misleading voters) by the politicians in order to maximize votes. Political
manipulation occurs in the following ways.
Excess Commitments and Lying
Election is an indispensable part of democratic regimes. The right to be elected
and to elect is a part of the political freedom. Politicians come to office with the
elections and go with the elections. Politicians have to adopt two separate types of
strategies; the strategy prior to election and the strategy after the election. In the
59

strategy prior to election politicians use the means of media to directly visit
voters, arrange meetings and explain their party program. At this stage politicians
have to make commitments in order to be elected or to maximize votes. The
excess amount of commitments, lying and deception are means to gain votes.
Lying and deception and excess commitments are methods used by the candidates
in their own electoral districts. In the strategy adopted aftermath the election the
political party in power is in an advantageous position because it can use most of
the public means.
Propaganda
Another form of political corruption is propaganda. The difference between
propaganda and lying is; in lying the real information is not giver or transferred to
the voter. In propaganda the real information is given but it is only one-sided. The
ruling party is in an advantageous position in the re-election stage. The ruling
party can use mass communication devices for propaganda, especially in countries
where radio and television are under the monopoly of the state.
Overload Information
A different political manipulation is the revealing of overload and complex
information by the ruling party after election. In this way the activities of the
political parties conducted illegally and against the laws are hard for the public to
understand. Overload information basically means conducting activities in a legal
confidentiality.
Secrecy and Opacity
A democratic system includes the openness principle. Openness is the knowledge
of the public about the political decision-making stage. However in real political
life some information may not be given to the citizens and kept confidential.
Secrecy and opacity is a form of political corruption adopted by politicians and
bureaucrats. In this way various types of political corruption may be diffused.
Openness as stated above means that the state does not hide any documents or
information from the public. However, some confidential information and
documents (i.e. concerning national security) cannot be given to the public. Apart
60

from this type of confidential information and documents that needs to be
preserved, the openness principle should be fully adopted in democratic states. It
is significant that the documents showing the revenue and expenditure of the
government are clear. Citizens should know how the taxes they are spent.
There are three factors which enables political manipulation:
• The ignorance of the rational voters
• The irrelevance of the rational voters
• The depolitization of the rational voters
The ignorance of the rational voters means that the voters do not have enough
information in choosing public property and services. Ignorance is a result of
heterogenic educational and cultural levels within the society. The unavailability
of mass communication devices also increases ignorance of the voters.
The rational ignorance of voters means the following. As it is known in public
economy free rider motivation is dominant among the voters. The voter knows
that whether he votes or not he/she will be offered public goods or services. The
free rider motivation and the ignorance of the voters avoid optimum decisions to
be taken in the public economy.
Another factor that causes political manipulation is depolitization, in other words,
the abatement of the interest in information and political participation.
Depolitization may be an intentional strategy of the state. The state may prohibit
or prevent some parts of the society in order to curb the interest in politics.
These three factors enables politicians to lie and deceive, make excessive
commitments, propaganda, information overload and keeping some information
confidential, thus maximize votes.
M. The Personalization of Power, Party Discipline and Leadership Despotism
In contemporary democracies another type of political corruption is the
personalization of power. Today, in many countries the classical division of
power principle is changing to the advantage of the executive organ. The
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expansion of the powers and authority, and discretionary rights of the executive
organ brings forth the personalization of power. The personalization of power
means all the decisions taken by the institutions attributed to one person and the
acceptance of the representation of one the whole state by one person. The party
discipline, the role and impact of communication instruments are essential in the
personalization of power. The party discipline is the acceptance and application of
the demands of the party leader. As a result of the party discipline deputies have
become a robot. The deputies who not behave in accordance with the party
discipline by criticizing or expressing their thoughts may be pacified or even
excluded from the party. Secondly, it can be said that the media contribute to the
personalization of power. The charismatic leader may be idolized or seen as a
savior.
The personalization of power does not have the same meaning as personal power.
Personal power is a result of autocratic rule. For instance, in dictatorship regime
the subject matter is personal power. Whereas the personalization of power is a
corruption type seen in today’s contemporary democracies.
IV.CONCLUSION
In general, corruption refers to abuse of power for personal gain. In its narrow
meaning, corruption is an illegal payment to a public servant to obtain a benefit.
But, “political corruption” is broader concept than “corruption.” Political
corruption includes all kind of power abuse by all political actors (politicians,
bureaucrats, special interest groups, voters.) It is important to understand all
dimensions of a disase in order to implement effective cures. This paper does not
aim to provide cures, but only tries to diagnose the disase.
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