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Abstract 

Levels of corruption in Lebanon are at an all-time high. According to the Transparency 

International Index, Lebanon ranks 143rd out of 180 in level of corruption (with 180 being the worst). The 

citizens are also disenchanted with the high levels of political corruption. A survey by Transparency 

International found that 67% of individuals though that “most” or “all” individuals working in the public 

sector are corrupt. Clearly, corruption is a pervasive problem in Lebanon. This thesis is about political 

corruption and how it undermines the structure of government, the rule of law, and the socio-cultural 

landscape in the Republic of Lebanon. Detailed research on how the rule of law is undermined by 

corruption is lacking, particularly in the literature about Lebanon.  

Through nine in-depth interviews with members of the political elite, as well as high-ranking 

legal and government-related figures, I aim to understand how corruption undermines the societal 

institutions such as government and law in Lebanon and how, in turn, this impacts citizen interaction with 

these institutions. The results can be divided into two sections. The first result section addresses how the 

political elites use their position to engage in corruption and weaken the institution of government. This 

chapter also addresses how corruption influences citizens’ relationships with government. There are six 

key themes in this chapter: political self-interest, nepotism, clientelism, sectarianism, transparency, and 

distrust of government. The second result section analyses how the legal system is manipulated by the 

political elites to engage in corrupt behaviours, and how this manipulation renders legal institutions weak 

and inefficient. This chapter addresses how corruption undermines the rule of law, particularly in the eyes 

of the population. Finally, the thesis ends with a discussion of how all these themes intersect across 

politics and law.  
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List of Abbreviations and Political Definitions 

Abbreviations 
• MENA Region: Middle Eastern North African Region 

• PCF: Politically Connected Firms 

• SME: Small-to-Medium Enterprises 

• TI: Transparency International 

Political Definitions 
• Amal Party: A Shi’a Muslim political party that formed a coalition with Hizballah in parliament.  

The Amal party holds the most parliament seats for Shi’a Muslims (16/128) (Nagle 2016). 

 

• Chamber of Representatives/Deputies: Commonly referred to as Members of Parliament, these 

individuals make up the legislative branch. Seats in parliament are divided among a 5:5 ratio 

between Christians and Muslims (Nagle & Clancy 2019). They are tasked with electing the 

President, confirm the Prime Minister, propose legislation and vote on governmental 

appointments. Two-thirds majority must be achieved for law to pass (Salamey 2014).  

 

• Confessionalism: Division of governmental power among the sectarian groups in government, 

parliament, and public administration (Salamey & Payne 2008: 453). 

 

• Council of Ministers: Council of Ministers hold most of the executive power. They can “execute 

laws, laws, propose bills, dismiss parliament, deploy the army, and ratify international treaties” 

(Salamey 2014:141). 

 

• Hizbollah: A Shi’a political party. It holds the second most parliament seats (13/128) for Shi’a 

Muslims after the Amal Party (16/128) with who Hizbollah holds a coalition with (Nagle 2016).  

 

• Kateb Phalanges Party: A Lebanese political party consisting of and supported by Christian 

Maronites, despite being officially secular.  

 

• Ministry of Justice: Part of the Council of Ministers, responsible for appointing eight out of ten 

members of the Supreme Judicial Council (along with the President and other members of the 

Council of Ministers. Responsible for the judicial budget, and appointment and transfers of 

judges (Salamey 2014).  

 

• National Pact of 1943: Amended the constitution to include religious representation in 

government (Traboulsi 2012).  

 

• President of the Republic: Must be a Christian Maronite according to political tradition. Elected 

by the Chamber of Representatives to a six-year non-renewable term (Rondot 1966; Salamey 

2014). Charged with electing the Council of Ministers and electing a Prime Minister (Rondot 
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1966; Salamey 2014). Has the power to approve legislation if the Chamber of Representatives has 

not come to a decision after 40 days (Rondot 1966).  

 

• Prime Minister: Head of the Council of Ministers and must be a Sunni Muslim. The Prime 

Minister presides over the Council of Ministers’ assemblies (Salamey 2014). 

 

• Speaker of Parliament: Must be a Shi’a Muslim according to political tradition. Has veto power 

and can delay proposed legislation (Salamey 2014:131). 

 

• Supreme Judicial Council: Most powerful of all the judicial councils. Made up of ten members, 

eight of which are appointed by the Ministry of Justice. This council is responsible for 

employment and management of judges (Salamey 2014).  

 

• Ta’if Agreement: The focus of this thesis will be on the amended 1992 Ta’if Agreement that 

updated the Lebanese constitution. The goal of Ta’if was to end civil conflict among religious 

group and prevent future conflict from arising. Ta’if reproduced the sectarian dimension of 

parliament but made parliament more equitable with a 5:5 split between Christians and Muslims. 

It also reduced the power of the President, distributing some of this position’s power to the 

Speaker of the House and the Prime Minister (Traboulsi 2012).  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Last year, a family member of mine was driving when they were pulled over by the 

police. She had a broken tail light. The officer asked her for her licence and registration, per usual 

procedure. Unfortunately, she did not have her licence and the car was registered to her father. 

The police officer told her that he had to compound the vehicle and escorted her to the compound. 

On the way there, she called her father who happened to be sitting with a high-ranking official. 

This official said to the father “Tell her to sit tight, it will only be five minutes.” Surely enough, 

five minutes later, the police officer approached them and said, “We just got a phone call, you are 

free to go.” This story is symptomatic of the greater corruption the Republic of Lebanon faces. 

Lebanon ranks 142 out of 180 on the list of the most corrupt countries, where 180 is the worst 

(Pring 2016). Over half the Lebanese population sees almost all of their public servants as 

corrupt, and 76% believe that the government is doing nothing to improve the levels of corruption 

in Lebanon (Pring 2016:12). There is a clear corruption problem in the Republic of Lebanon. This 

thesis is about this political corruption and how political corruption undermines the structure of 

government, the rule of law, and how political corruption influences the relationship citizens have 

with the institutions of government and law. The focus on Lebanon comes out of a desire to 

understand how corruption manifests and influences the aforementioned social institutions. A 

particular interest of this thesis is how the legal structure is undermined and how this 

undermining can influence corruption in Lebanese society.  

1.1 The Government of Lebanon 

 The Lebanese legal system is heavily influenced by the French civil law, due to being 

under the French Mandate between 1920 and 1943 (El Samad 2008; Wickersham & Nsouli 
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1971). However, Canon law, Islamic and Ottoman law remains an integral part of the legal 

system due to religious and socio-historic influences (Mattar Law Firm nd; Salamey 2014). The 

crux of the civil code can be found in the Code of Obligations and Contracts which was adopted 

in 1932 (El Samad 2008; Mattar Law Firm nd; Wickersham & Nsouli 1971). Other major codes 

include the Penal Code, the Commercial Code which mandates the rules associated with 

corporations and partnerships. Personal issues, such as marriage and divorce, are “governed by 

canon law—each religion has its own courts and code” (Wickersham & Nsouli 1971:301; see also 

El Samad 2008; Salamey 2014). Because of Lebanon’s history with occupation and colonization, 

Lebanese practices and Western practices are combined to create a unique socio-political setting. 

From 1532, Lebanon was under the control of many different empires and countries such 

as the Ottoman empire, Syrian occupation and French occupation, before finally gaining their 

independence from the French in 1943 (Traboulsi 2012). First established in 1926, the first 

Lebanese constitution divided the major powers of the Republic along three branches: executive, 

legislative and judicial (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). Although the Republic was initially meant 

to be secular, the National Pact of 1943 established democracy within the context of 

confessionalism1 (Traboulsi 2012). Since the 1992 Ta’if Agreement2, the Chamber of 

Representatives has been divided among sectarian lines to ensure proportional representation and 

reduce potential religious conflicts (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). The current division is a 5:5 

Christian-Muslim ratio (128 seats, 64 Christian, and 64 Muslim), and within this 5:5 ration, 

parliament seats are further subdivided amongst the different sects (Nagle & Clancy 2019). The 

                                                      

1 Confessionalism can be defined as “political order [that] has been segmented into patriarchal units 

dominated by political elites that negotiate among themselves for access and control over public resources. 

This confessionalism is manifested in the political system by a careful balance between the sectarian 

groups in government, parliament, and public administration” (Salamey & Payne 2008: 453). 

 
2 The 1992 Ta’if Agreement is an update to the constitution of Lebanon, meant to put an end to the “duality 

of the constitution/National Pact” (Traboulsi 2012:250). The Ta’if was meant to solve armed conflicts in 

Lebanon with regards to political power and identity. The agreement reproduced the sectarian nature of 

parliament but along more equitable lines (Traboulsi 2012). Ta’if also reduced the power of the President, 

distributing power to the Speaker of the House and the Prime Minister.  
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Lebanese electoral system “is a majoritarian bloc-vote, first-past-the-post system, in which voters 

choose as many candidates as there are allocated sectarian seats to their district” in order to 

increase cooperation by having different confessional constituents voting for members outside 

their own religious group (Salamey 2014:111; see also Rondot 1966). However, according to 

Salamey (2014), this system increased the likelihood of gerrymandering to favour particular 

political or sectarian groups.  Parliament is headed by the Speaker of the house (who must be 

Shi’a Muslim according to political norms) and has the power to “veto the political process” as 

well as delay or influence proposed legislation, making the position one of the most powerful in 

the country (Salamey 2014:131). The purpose of the legislative body is to “vote for a new 

president, nominate a new prime minister, approve a new government lineup and policy 

guidelines, discuss and vote on the government’s annual budget, vote on key governmental 

appointments, and approve and amend critical legislation such as electoral laws” as well as 

introduce and vote on proposed laws (Salamey 2014: 129). Though members can sponsor and 

support laws, in recent years the Council of Ministers (discussed below) has taken charge on the 

creation and proposition of laws (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). For any proposition to be 

accepted, a two-thirds majority must be achieved which then goes to the Prime Minister and 

concerned ministers for approval before finally going to the President for final approval (Nagle & 

Clancy 2019; Salamey 2014). Once signed, the law is published and made public in the Official 

Gazette (Salamey 2014). The legislative branch holds a negative perception in the public. The 

branch is seen as a place for corrupt politicians to use their position to engage in clientelist 

practices (Salamey 2014). 

The executive branch is divided between the president (who must be a Christian 

Maronite) and the Council of Ministers (headed by the Prime Minister who must be Sunni 

Muslim) (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). The president is elected by the parliament to a six-year, 

non-renewable term (Salamey 2014). The president then elects a cabinet of ministers (called the 
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Council of Ministers) and delegates one as the President of Council, otherwise known as the 

Prime Minister (ibid). With approval from the Council of Ministers, the president can enact 

legislation deemed urgent if the Chamber of Deputies has not made a decision on a proposal 

within forty days (Rondot 1966). The Council of Ministers hold a lot of power with “the authority 

to ensure the execution of laws, propose bills, dismiss parliament, deploy the army, and ratify 

international treaties” but can also remain at a stand-still since positions are divided according to 

sectarian lines, and deliberations occur behind closed doors so inter-religious conflicts can 

emerge (Salamey 2014:141; see also Rondot 1966). 

The final branch is the judicial branch. The Lebanese court system comprises ordinary 

courts such as Civil Courts and Penal courts, as well as exceptional courts such as the Military 

Judiciary (Salamey 2014). Courts that deal with issues such as marriage, divorce and inheritance 

are managed by religious sects and called Confessional Courts or Personal Status Courts (El 

Samad 2008; Salamey 2014). There are six councils of which the Supreme Judicial Council is the 

most powerful (Salamey 2014). The Supreme Judicial Council is a ten-member council 

responsible for the employment and management of judges (ibid). Though, it is heavily controlled 

by the Ministry of Justice (part of the Council of Ministers) which, along with the president and 

the rest of the cabinet, appoints eight out of the ten members (ibid). The Ministry of Justice must 

approve the appointment and transfers of judges nominated by the Supreme Judicial Council as 

well as being responsible for their budget (ibid). Because of the control the executive branch has 

over the judicial branch, judicial independence is threatened (Salamey 2014).  

1.2 Political Sociology vs Political Science 

Political sociology differs from political science in its explanatory variables (Sartoris 

1969). Political sociologists are interested in the relationship between social-structures and 

politics (Botelho 2014; Sartoris 1969; Walder 2009). Political sociology attempts to identify “the 

social bases of political life and specify the role of social structures in institutional arrangements 
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and political actions” with the opposite being true, as well (Botehlho 2014:873). On the other 

hand, political science uses “political-structural conditions as explanatory variables” (Sartori 

1969: 197). For example, Botehlohi (2014) argues that political sociologists are more interested 

in how social movements, class, and race interact and affect political institutions, while political 

science focuses more on electoral behaviour, or parliament.  

With this distinction in mind, this thesis falls under the discipline of political sociology. 

In this thesis, I attempt to understand how corruption affects political and legal institutions. 

Rather than exploring at how the current political structure affects corruption in Lebanese 

politics, I examine how political actors undermine political and legal structures through 

corruption. In turn, I analyze how political corruption affects the social structure of Lebanese 

society, and its relationship to government. I am interested in how politicians use religious 

rhetoric, or powers associated with their position (among other things), to engage in corruption 

and how it affects government and legal systems. For example, my analysis of confessionalism 

looks at how religion in government is used by social actors to engage and maintain corruption 

and how this subsequently affects political and social institutions. 

1.3 The Structure of the Thesis 

Through interviews with political elites, as well as high-ranking legal and governance 

related figures, I aim to understand how corruption undermines the societal institutions such as 

government and law in Lebanon and how, in turn, does this impact citizen interaction with these 

institutions. To answer these questions, the thesis is divided in the following way.  

Chapter Two contextualizes the academic literature surrounding corruption across four 

main frameworks: political, economic, legal, and socio-cultural. This chapter will also provide an 

account of the globalization of corruption. This sub-section aims to address how the globalization 

of corruption stems from a Western ideology and imposition of rules and norms, and how this 

harms non-Western countries. The next subsection will provide a discussion of corruption in the 
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Middle Eastern and North African (MENA) region according to the four frameworks in 

corruption theory. Finally, Chapter Two will conclude with a discussion on corruption in 

Lebanon. 

Chapter Three provides an overview of the methods I used to gather data, as well as the 

analysis of these data. I also discuss the reasoning behind doing a case study and in-depth 

interviewing.  

Chapters Four and Five discuss the results obtained from my interviews in Lebanon. 

Chapter Four looks at how the political elite use their positions to engage in corruption and 

weaken the institution of government. Chapter Four also analyses how political corruption can 

influence citizen perception and interaction with government institutions. Similarly, Chapter Five 

analyses the results in the context of legality. Specifically, how the legal system is manipulated 

by political elite to allow them to engage in corrupt behaviours and, in turn, renders legal 

institutions weak and inefficient. Furthermore, this chapter addresses how corruption undermines 

the rule of law by affecting how citizens perceive the law.  

Finally, Chapter Six will discuss key themes brought up during my analysis. This chapter 

will look at how the political and the legal themes influence and reinforce once another, 

strengthening corruption in the country. I will also connect the themes to the previous literature 

and discuss how this thesis contributes to the existing body of research. I also identify limitations 

and propose avenues for future studies.  

In the next chapter, I turn to discuss the literature surrounding corruption. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

2.1 Theoretical Frameworks 

This section of the literature aims to give the reader an understanding of the four main 

ways that corruption is researched: political, economic, legal, and socio-cultural. Concepts across 

these four disciplines are adapted to analyse the effect corruption has on these four areas. This 

section begins with a political framework, followed by the economic framework, then the legal 

framework, and finally the socio-cultural framework. Throughout this section, I will demonstrate 

why a multi-dimensional approach is important.  

2.1.1 Political Framework 

One of the most relevant ways research studies corruption is by analysing politics. Broadly 

speaking, political corruption is when public officials (elected or not) use their power to advance 

their own interests (Cuervo-Cazura 2006; Hogkinson 1997). Transparency International3 

(2018:np) divides political corruption into two categories: 

1. Petty corruption: “Everyday abuse of entrusted power by low- and mid-level public 

officials in their interactions with ordinary citizens.”  

2. Grand corruption: “Refers to acts of corruption committed by relevant institutions such as 

governments and courts.”  

In the first instance, corruption extends to influence the individual in more direct ways, as the 

official makes a discretionary decision on whether to allow or deny an individual a right or 

request (Bejaković 2018). However, the second instance is more indirect in the ways it affects the 

                                                      

3 Established in 1993, Transparency International is a global non-governmental organisation that works 

alongside governments, businesses and societal groups to combat corruption. As of today, they are present 

in over 100 countries with the goal of eradicating corruption (Transparency International, nd) 
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citizen, often dealing with policy makers manipulating “policies, institutions and procedural rules 

in the allocation of finances, or other resources” in order to benefit themselves (Locatelli et al. 

2017:255). Importantly, corruption can be viewed as the result of a political system that fails to 

work adequately, particularly when proper legal and normative requirements are lacking (Werlin 

1994The result is a system that facilitates corruption, without the offending party having to be 

concerned about legal repercussions or guilt and disgrace (Werlin 1994).  

The study of corruption within a political framework is necessary as it has implications for 

the broader society of a nation. When government elites live in a failing socio-political system, it 

allows them to manipulate resources, at the expense of the population which government elites 

can then use to benefit themselves without consequences (Stevens 2016). Bejaković (2018) 

provides a good example of this with Croatia. The oil and gas industry was kept under full state 

control, allowing for the ruling political party to appoint individuals to the board, keeping it under 

full control of the political elite.  As a result, the ruling class was able to use the oil and gas 

industry as a steady source of income, instead of generating a profit and investing in the country 

(Bejaković 2018). Instances like these are important to understand, as the more money is taken by 

politicians, for politicians, the less there is to invest in public projects, and salaries of those 

employed by the state (Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). This has a trickle-down effect, where petty 

corruption increases, and lower-level employees are more likely to extort money directly from 

citizens, particularly if they make a low salary (Pring 2016; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). Grand 

corruption leading to petty corruption are both important to study independently as well as in 

tangent because each of these actions further reduces trust in the government and devalues 

democratic institutions (Hodgkinson 1997; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). The result is a population 

that has little trust in the system, resulting in high tax evasion because of the belief that politicians 

are pocketing the money, and not investing it in social programmes that would be useful for 

citizens (Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005).  
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One part of the literature addresses the ways policies and legislation are implemented in the 

hopes of dealing with corruption. Rose-Ackerman (1996) argues that policies can lead to a more 

honest government, while improving chances of detecting corruption. An example of such 

policies would be Freedom-of-Information laws that are instilled with the hope of promoting 

transparency and exposing corruption (Cole 2015). In the United Kingdom, the Salmon Report 

(Hodgkinson 1997) was used to identify how legislation can be made clearer with relation to 

public bodies in order to understand what constitutes corruption. Similarly, Croatia implemented 

policies that allowed for greater access to state information, as well as increasing transparency by 

clearly delineating what were the responsibility and rights of public servants (Bejaković 2018).  

Importantly, policy may also be created out of international pressure, and not out of any real 

desire to elicit any change in the system, resulting in poorly formulated and implemented policy 

reforms (Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). Therefore, policy creation cannot be a complete solution, 

particularly when looking at non-Western countries. The research on policy implementation in 

non-Western countries agree that these reforms come out of international pressure (Asongu 2014; 

Cole 2015; Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). In low-income countries, these policies can be hurtful 

because they take on an international economic dimension without considering the local political 

and social effects policies may have (Asongu 2014). Cole (2015) found that imposing Western 

definitions of corruption on non-Western countries may create laws and regulations on 

behaviours that are considered norms of that society. Furthermore, according to Cole (2015) it 

may impose policies that are harder for non-Western countries to adhere to because of their 

rigidity.   

 While this framework is important, political corruption studied in isolation does not fully 

encapsulate what is really going on. Corruption can also be looked at within a legal, socio-

cultural and economic framework and solutions to fighting corruption must take these 

frameworks into account as well. The following will explain why a multi-dimensional approach is 
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necessary when researching corruption. To begin with, there is the legal aspect that must be 

considered. Corruption occurring without real fear of getting caught points to a weak legal and 

judicial system (Hodgkinson 1997; Werlin 1994). In the absence of any punitive systems, 

corruption is allowed to continue, particularly if these institutions are susceptible to manipulation 

by corrupt elites (Hodgkinson 1997). As will be seen, this is an important point, because the weak 

judicial system in Lebanon allows for governmental manipulation of the system, with no 

accountability. Furthermore, the socio-cultural framework and economic framework (both of 

which will be discussed in detail later) must be considered because they both play into a cycle 

that reinforces corruption. Across countries, income inequality and corruption are linked to one 

another (Cole 2015). This association is due to powerful elites (usually political) using corrupt 

methods to benefit themselves, forcing others to seek aid outside the system in informal ways 

through family and friends (Cole 2015; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005; Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 

2016). This undermines the political system. The social behaviour of non-elite citizens shifts 

towards their own in-group (Morris 2011). Social solidarity is affected, and political, legal and 

economic issues occur, particularly if people refuse to abide by laws that may further undermine 

politics (such as refusing to pay taxes, which is discussed in detail in the legal section of this 

thesis) (Bejaković 2018; Morris 2011). Moreover, economic reforms are important in the fight 

against corruption, so the interaction between economic metrics and political ones become 

necessary (Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). In the same vein, Rothstein and Uslaner (2005) found 

that  

If governments cannot immediately reduce inequality, they can enact policies 

that offer greater opportunity for economic equality. For example, spending on 

universal programs for education promises long-term opportunities for greater 

equality of results as higher education opens up opportunities for economic 

advancement (p.47) 

This quote demonstrates the importance of analyzing the effects of political and economic 

reforms in tangent with one another, as well as how they influence one another. Therefore, there 
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is a necessity to understand multiple frameworks as they relate to one another. Next, I turn to 

discuss the economic framework. 

2.1.2 Economic Framework 

From an economic perspective, the World Bank states that corruption can be thought of 

as a “force that undermines well-functioning markets in three ways: as a tax, as a barrier to entry, 

and by subverting the legitimacy of the state and its ability to provide institutions that support 

markets” (World Bank 2002 as cited in Kamal, Rana & Wahid  2018: 95). In this way, corruption 

is a force that affects economic structure and markets, resulting in the undermining of other 

societal institutions, further harming the economy and its markets. Bejakovic (2018) describes 

corruption as an informal economy transaction that occurs unofficially. Broadly speaking, 

corruption reduces investment (international and local), financial development and trade, harming 

financial growth (Das & DiRienzo 2012; Guetat 2006; Saha & Ben Ali 2017). Moreover, 

corruption leads to natural resources being misused for private gain, harming the potential for 

economic growth as well as the development of the private local sector (Das & DiRienzo 2012; 

Theobald 1990). Theobald (1990) offers two ways that natural resources are misallocated in 

corruption: 1) The decision to sell contracts and development projects are done not based on 

decisions of public-need and economic growth, but by politicians who owe businessmen for 

donations to their election; and 2) Government contracts are given based on who gives the biggest 

bribes. Rose-Ackerman (1999) further discusses how in these two situations selected projects are 

given without any economic rationale, opening the possibility of a direct negative impact on the 

economy of a country. This, she argues, encourages corrupt officials to support white elephant4 

                                                      

4 “A white elephant is an investment whose cost of upkeep is not in line with how useful or valuable the 

item is. From an investment perspective, it refers to an investment, property or business that is so expensive 

to operate and maintain that it is extremely difficult to actually make a profit” (Investopedia 2017:np) 
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projects, with no added benefit (and active harm) to the country and the economy. In both cases, 

the economic well-being of a nation takes a backseat to the desires of politicians.  

 As a result, the economic literature frequently looks at how the economy is influenced by 

politicians, as its performance is often the result of political misuse of public positions for private 

gains. Rose-Ackerman (1999), a key academic in the literature of political economics and 

corruption, writes that politicians in high places of corruption often use a utility maximization 

perspective. This means that an individual concerned with self-interest, as well as their 

family/peer group uses their position for that benefit (Rose-Ackerman 1999). Consequently, the 

public official inefficiently uses resources to benefit their immediate group and disregards the 

opportunity to improve markets and national well-being (Ivanya et al. 2018; Rose-Ackerman 

1999). Politicians can also abuse the system and hinder general economic well-being in a more 

direct way by diverting some of the funds for public projects into their own bank accounts 

(Ivanya et al. 2018). When this is a possibility, fiscal policy can be used to benefit the self, as 

opposed to the best option for the country as a whole (ibid).  This also follows Hodkingson’s 

(1997) ‘market-centered’ perspective, whereby politicians use the principles of demand and 

supply to manipulate the market to their benefit.  

 Markets are also examined in the literature—specifically, how foreign-direct investment 

(FDI) influences corruption. FDI is important to consider because it is seen as a significant way 

for developing countries to grow their economies (Qian & Sandoval-Hernandez 2016). Between 

2000 and 2010, 53% of capital inflow was due to FDI in developing markets (McKinsey Global 

Institute 2011 as cited in Qian & Sandoval-Hernandez 2016:400). However, there is no real 

consensus about the benefits of FDI in the literature (Pinto & Zhu 2016). In a first study of its 

kind, Pinto and Zhu (2016) argue that FDI can either improve corruption or worsen it depending 

on what the economy of the receiving country looks like. They find that in developing countries, 

increasing levels of FDI are positively associated with increasing levels of corruption, whereas in 
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developed countries, increasing FDI has no affect on corruption. Businesses entering a corrupt 

market may be enticed by corruption and seek to take advantage of the situation, further engaging 

in corruption with local leaders, worsening the situation (ibid). Interestingly, Qian & Sandoval-

Hernandez (2016) look at how corruption influences FDI, finding a negative relationship between 

the two. They give a few explanations for why that may be the case. The first is high cost to enter 

the market, and high levels of uncertainty once businesses are there, particularly in countries with 

unstable socio-economic and political circumstances. Another is that the foreign company may 

not be able to adapt to the high level of corruption in the new country and as a result cannot 

compete in the market. Finally, Qian & Sandoval-Hernandez (2016) say that a common legal 

system is also a high predictor of whether a company will enter a market, giving the following 

example:  

[A] U.S. firm facing the decision of whether to invest in Italy or Saudi Arabia 

(both of which have a corruption index of 4.3), other things equal, it is more 

likely that the U.S. firm would choose Italy. Investors would probably feel more 

secure in dealing with the corruption rooted in a Western democratic system, 

similar to that of the United States instead of that of Saudi Arabia, a 

nondemocratic less developed country (Qian & Sandoval-Hernandez 2016:407) 

 

Demonstrating that the question of FDI is not always straightforward. Pure economic models 

must be used in addition to extra-economic factors that may equally influence the situation.  

 Corruption can also affect the economy in more micro and indirect ways such as its effect 

on small-to-medium size enterprises (SME). As it will be shown, SMEs make up a significant 

portion of developing nations, particularly in the Middle East and North Africa (Bishara 2011). 

These firms have the capabilities to employ many and stimulate the economy. However, when 

corruption is rampant, SMEs are hesitant to expand to avoid getting trapped in the cycle of 

corruption and having to pay bribes (Bishara 2011). They also may have no choice but to face it 

when trying to get permits, discouraging the growth of a business (Goldstraw-White & Gill 

2016). Moreover, there are no effective systems in place that protect SMEs from corruption, 

effectively limiting their capabilities to grow (Bishara 2011). This prompted the World Bank to 
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suggest raising the salaries of low-wage employees in an effort to reduce bribery as a form of 

added income (Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). Though economic reform is one of the ways that is 

prescribed for reducing corruption, the literature equally points to reasons why economic reform 

may not be enough on its own (Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). As discussed earlier, corrupted 

officials use their position to engage in reform, but in ways that benefit themselves (Ivanya et al. 

2018; Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018). Therefore, economic reform might only really benefit a 

particular group of people. Another reason is that, as globalization increases and FDI become 

more and more common, economic reform could be put in place to appease the international 

community, without any actual sincerity or desire to maintain it from the local government 

(Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018; Kimya 2018; Soyaltin 2017). However, the creation of policy or 

legislation does not mean that governmental bodies will adhere to it which is why a legalistic 

framework must also be explored. The following section addresses how corruption can be 

considered from a legal perspective. 

2.1.3 Legal Framework 

The legal framework defines corruption by looking at the extent of which acts deviate 

from formally documented laws, what Yeboah-Assiamah et al. (2016) label as formalism. 

Hodgkins (1997) argues that in using the legal framework, there can be a consensus as to what 

corruption is because it can be measured against formalism. Gowder (2018) further adds to this 

definition by expanding it to include the principal-agent relationship. In this scenario, an agent (in 

this case politician) represents a body (the principal) that has certain powers associated with it 

which the agent can use the position to carry out tasks for the principal (Gowder 2014). 

Corruption occurs when the agent misuses the power associated with their position for personal 

gain. When corruption is rampant, the “state permits officials to use their powers as part of their 

personal endowments (either by not making this use illegal or not enforcing or being able to 

enforce such laws that exist), to be used however they want” which undermines the rule of law 
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(Gowder 2014: 94). Multiple studies indicate that there is a strong negative correlation between 

rule of law and corruption, so that when rule of law is strong, corruption tends to be weak 

(Dreher, Kotsogiannis, & McCorriston 2007; North, Orman, & Gwin 2012; Ramesh & 

Vinayagathasan 2017). However, corruption can just as easily erode the rule of law, if laws are 

not applied evenly (Gowder 2014). When the state fails to control their officials or becomes so 

corrupted that legality is no longer an issue or something to be feared, the rule of law is no longer 

applied equally, we have what Werlin (1994) calls secondary corruption. Secondary corruption is 

idea that an actor committing an offence does not care about the legal consequences, or is worried 

about guilt if caught, because the political system facilitates its occurrence (Werlin 1994). This 

contrasts with his idea of primary corruption where there is still a fear or expectation of 

punishment if caught (Werlin 1994). The key difference is the extent to which the rule of law has 

been undermined so that there is no sense of a rule of law.  

 The rule of law can be undermined in multiple ways because of corruption. Whenever 

formally sanctioned laws are not applied in a consistent manner or do not seem to apply to those 

in higher positions, the rule of law and the respect for the rule of law in the eyes of the population 

heavily decreases (Morris 2011; Ramesh & Vinayagathasan 2017). The way rulers treat the law 

has implications for the way corruption is dealt with, and how society is shaped thereafter. A 

clear example of this comes from Elbasani & Šabić (2018) who compare Croatia and Albania. 

From the mid-2000s onwards, political elites in Croatia took a definitive stance with the supreme 

and judicial courts in heavily pursuing political misconduct, creating the Bureau for the 

Suppression of Corruption and Organized Crime (USKOK). This bureau targeted small-time 

politicians to big ones who severely misused state resources. By 2015, USKOK had prosecuted 

more than 2,000 defendants with a 95% conviction rate (Elbasani & Šabić 2018). This resulted in 

a heavy increase in civil activity, with citizens taking an active part in the on-goings of their 

country (Elbasani & Šabić 2018; Ramesh & Vinayagathasan 2017). In other words, Croatia went 
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from passive acceptance of corruption to active rejection of it. Albania, on the other hand, had 

political cases that were consistently stalled and accused leaders were allowed to remain as 

leaders and actively hindered any case resulting in “[in]sufficient autonomy to reach the power 

holders” (Elbasani & Šabić 2018: 1330). The result was that civic engagement was relegated to 

the side-lines, with citizens remaining passive and expectant of corruption (Elbasani & Šabić 

2018; Morris 2011). These two examples highlight the importance of the law being applied, 

despite who may have had power. In the first scenario, the stance against corruption and state-led 

prosecutions helped add legitimacy to the legal system. In the second scenario, a clear case of 

secondary corruption occurs where the state now facilitates corruption and legality is 

unimportant.  

 This has important implications for the state and the population. The state itself loses 

power and legitimacy when corruption is commonplace and punishment inconsistent (Gowder 

2014; Ramesh & Vinayagathasan 2017). Law and justice become divorced from one another, as 

the law is not acting in any sort of manner to keep things just (Morris 2011). Morris (2011:330) 

also points out that “state legality suffers when there is a sense that the law is used and abused by 

others for political ends.” The assumption becomes the law is manipulated by political elites so 

that any prosecution of someone alleged to be corrupt or promises of reform become interpreted 

as another elite manipulating the situation to maintain or gain power. Morris (2011) gives the 

example of an official who was accused of being corrupt by another politician, but the assumption 

was that the accuser was just manipulating the law to maintain his power. This then plays into 

citizens’ perception of the legal system. To begin, the state loses its capability to enforce rules on 

the broader population, because it is only used in avenues that benefit a few (Bejaković 2018; 

Morris 2011). As a result, compliance with the law is lost because noncompliance becomes a way 

to rebel against a system that is seen to benefit a small few (Morris 2011). The lack of legitimacy, 

coupled with no real notions of justice, allows for citizens to pursue non-legal behaviour as 



 

17 

 

legitimate. For example, citizens may refuse to pay taxes (this issue is discussed in greater detail 

below) because they see no real benefit from paying for services that are inefficient and do not 

benefit them (Morris 2011; Rothstein & Uslaner 2005). By refusing to pay taxes, an informal 

sense of justice occurs because people view it as not being cheated out of their money.  

 The literature that uses the legal framework also gives prescriptions for how to deal with 

the problem of corruption through the law. A common theme within the literature is the need to 

strengthen laws. Laws need to be made more precise. As Carothers states (2006:4)  

The primary obstacles to reform in such captured polities are not technical or 

financial, but political and human. Rule of law reform will succeed only if it gets 

at the fundamental problem of leaders who refuse to be ruled by law. 

 

This emphasizes the need for clear accountability and greater enforcement of law. Morris (2011) 

builds on this, adding that returning legitimacy to the state is crucial in establishing or re-

establishing the rule of law. He argues that rather than increasing laws and policies, already 

inefficient in a society that does not respect them, governments need to focus on getting rid of 

state illegality by subjecting leaders to the law. These actions will return legitimacy and allow 

citizens to see the law as legitimate. Moreover, these laws need to be clear and leave no room for 

open interpretation or discretionary decisions, as well as making law “transparent and accessible 

to the public” (Bejaković 2018:146). Bejaković (2018) argues that in doing so, the judicial body 

will be better equipped, helping the judiciary maintain independence from other institutions. 

These reforms will also reduce discretion being used in sentencing, making the law more 

equitable and consistent. 

 There are problems in taking a strict legal perspective. Law does not have a single 

unchanging definition, rather, it changes and shifts over time and space. Therefore, law itself 

cannot be the only way to study corruption, nor as the only way to cure corruption because laws 

can be created by those in power to reinforce the corrupt system and facilitate its occurrence 

(Elbasani & Šabić 2018; Torsello & Vernard 2016). Consequently, measuring how practices 



 

18 

 

deviate from the law may not adequately capture the occurrence of corruption (Hodgkins 1997). 

Therefore, a discussion of the way politics and politicians use the legal system to facilitate 

corruption, as well as the ways they may ignore the legal system becomes important in 

understanding the broader phenomenon. It also ignores acts that may be corrupt but that may not 

fall under the legal definition of what corruption is (Hodgkins 1997). The economic framework 

can also be considered particularly if one looks at risk/reward. Essentially, one must understand 

why an individual would risk breaking the law, unless the reward they were getting significantly 

outweighed any potential punishment or risk (Cole 2015; Rose-Ackerman 1999). This argument 

is harder to hold up once the legal system is rendered ineffective and fear of punishment is 

removed. Finally, as discussed before, because law and legality can vary and have a multiplicity 

of meanings, corruption and its definitions can vary from one country to another (Torsello & 

Vernard 2016). As a result, legitimacy in one country, could mean illegitimacy in another. 

Therefore, socio-cultural definitions of what corruption entails must also be examined. In the 

following section I examine socio-cultural definitions 

2.1.4 Socio-Cultural Framework 

The socio-cultural perspective goes beyond issues within formal institutions and 

structures to look at how cultural values and norms influence the way corruption is committed, as 

well as how it is perceived (Hodgkins 1997; Stevens 2016). With regards to the execution of 

corruption, the argument is that socio-cultural norms encourage officials to engage in practices 

that may be considered unethical and immoral, such as favouritism (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 

2016). The idea behind this is that a “culture of corruption” may emerge and influence individuals 

to act in corrupted ways, thus perpetuating the cycle (Barr & Serra 2010). Barr and Serra (2010) 

illustrated how this may be the case when they put undergraduate students and graduate students 

originating from 22 different countries but studying at Oxford in situations that allowed for the 

use of bribery. As predicted, undergraduates who grew up in societies where corruption was 
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prevalent were more likely to engage in bribery. The same cannot be said for graduate students, 

who were not likely to engage in bribery (ibid). The authors speculate increased time in a country 

with low corruption levels leads to assimilation for graduate students(Barr & Serra 2010). Barr 

and Serra (2010) therefore conclude that that the internalization of social norms, values, and 

beliefs in a country with high levels of corruption may encourage corruption and create a cultural 

dimension of corruption. Because values are, in part, learned through societal influence, it is 

important to study these values to understand how corruption may be produced through social 

action (Stevens 2016). This includes understanding how corruption goes beyond the individual 

and lie in “socio-cultural assumptions about power, privilege and responsibility” as opposed to a 

behaviour that is strictly selfish and self-motivated (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2016: 280).  

 Another important aspect discussed in the literature is how corruption is perceived, as 

well as how it directly affects people. When corruption is pervasive in a country, corrupt 

behaviour is expected despite being viewed as unacceptable (Morris 2011). This leads individuals 

to turn toward their in-group (Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). When this happens, a shift occurs at a 

societal level where generalized trust (a social trust that links us to other people in a society) 

gives way to particularized trust (people only trusting those in their in-group) (Rothstein & 

Ulsaner 2005). This form of trust gets reinforced in corrupt societies because economic and social 

equality is severely lacking. Specifically, in countries with widespread corruption, citizens do not 

trust the government to fairly and evenly distribute resources (Jha & Panda 2017; Rothstein & 

Ulsaner 2005; Morris 2011; Stevens 2016). As a result, citizens turn to their in-group to get their 

needs met heightening feelings of particularized trust (Jha & Panda 2017; Rothstein & Ulsaner 

2005). This situation is conductive to favouritism, nepotism and clientelism causing individuals to 

believe that “the only route to prosperity is through dishonesty” (Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005:55; 

see also Jha & Panda 2017Stevens 2016; Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2016). Another issue that arises 

when particularized trust becomes normalized is that those in power have trouble abiding by the 
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“arm’s length”5 rule because socio-cultural norms now assume that preference and favours must 

be given to in-group members, otherwise the politicians are now the ones breaking the norms (Jha 

& Panda 2017; Stevens 2016). In line with this, a study on African countries by Yeboah-

Assiamah et al. (2016) found that countries that had higher levels of collectivism had higher 

levels of power distance. Power distance “refers to the degree to which subordinates of 

organizations of a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally” and the higher 

the power distance, the more it is accepted (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2016:283). This, in turn, 

increased the likelihood that members of organizations would lie for one another, and cover for 

each other (Yeboah-Assiamah et al. 2016).  

 However, there are issues with taking a strict socio-cultural approach to corruption. First, 

one must also consider the political implications that come with an assumption that corruption 

arises from shared values, norms, and beliefs. The fact remains that politicians are committing 

corruption regardless of socio-cultural norms and beliefs and the institutions are now in place that 

facilitate corruption. Even if corruption arises from social and cultural conditions, the interaction 

between politics and society can reinforce corruption in a society. For example, it must be 

considered that in highly corrupt societies, there is a significant distance between elite groups and 

those who live in poverty (Fried, Lagunes & Venkataramani 2010; Rothstein & Uslaner 2005). 

As such, those who have power maintain power by structuring formal institutions as exclusive as 

well as controlling resources (Stevens 2016). This makes resources hard to access for those 

outside of the institution or without any links to the institution (Stevens 2016). Lack of resources, 

particularly access to health and social services, leads to issues previously discussed such as 

refusal to pay taxes, believe that the government is pocketing the money instead of providing 

their citizens with services (Rothstein & Uslaner 2005). Moreover, Stevens (2016) suggested that 

                                                      

5 Arm’s length refers to keeping citizens or clients at a distance and remaining impartial (Jha & Panda 

2017) 
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research must also look how as different governments that may have different policies concerning 

corruption, and how that may affect how we define and view corruption. Moreover, corruption 

increases the likelihood of citizens becoming apathetic to their government and national policies, 

accepting the culture of corruption instead of demanding change (Kamal, Rana & Wahid 2018; 

Morris 2011). Therefore, the interaction between socio-cultural aspects and political aspects 

needs to be assessed in tangent with one another.  

 The legal framework must also be considered when studying socio-cultural aspects of 

corruption. For example, Yeboah-Assiamah et al. (2016) discuss the importance of formalism in 

order to understand how nepotism and favouritism arises instead of a meritocracy. The legal 

framework also permits us to consider citizen feelings towards legal institutions which may help 

understand why certain behaviours become cultural. For example, as previously discussed, 

research has shown that citizens of a country are less likely to pay taxes if they receive no benefit 

from doing so, despite it being illegal (Bejaković 2018; Rothstein & Uslaner 2005; Rothstein & 

Ulsaner 2005). 

Moreover, this issue lends itself to a cycle where the discord between elites and citizens 

causes inefficiency. If the government needs money to create public projects, but citizens do not 

want to pay taxes for fear that it will be pocketed instead, then everything remains stagnant 

(Rothstein & Uslaner 2005). Ultimately, even if corruption is learned, there are broader 

implications for political and legal institutions and therefore must be studied as a collective. The 

next section of this chapter discusses the impact of the globalization of corruption. 

2.2 The Globalization of Corruption 

The globalization of corruption refers to issues of corruption becoming an international 

concern and a part of global affairs. This is a relatively new phenomenon, starting in the mid-

1990s through to the early 2000s. During this period there was an exponential growth in 

international bodies trying to deal with the problem of corruption (Cole 2015). This included the 
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creation of Transparency International (TI), the United Nation’s (UN) Convention Against 

Corruption, as well as the Organization for Economic Co-Operation and Development’s (OECD) 

Convention on Bribery of Foreign Public Officials (Cole 2015; OECD 2018; Transparency 

International N.D; United Nations 2018). The last one is of note because members that do not 

have domestic laws that follow the convention are now subject to international sanctions if it is 

found that the country violated the convention (Cole 2015). Some studies argue that corruption 

acts as a barrier to entry, significantly reducing foreign investment, hurting the country (Badinger 

& Nindl 2014). However, one must be wary. It is important to consider how these perspectives 

are influenced by the West. These governing bodies can be seen as what Finnemore & Sikkink 

(1998) call norm entrepreneurs. According to these researchers, “norm entrepreneurs are critical 

of norm emergence because they call attention to issues or even ‘create’ issues by using language 

that names, interprets, and dramatizes them” (Finnemore & Sikkink 1998:897). These 

international bodies are the ones dictating what anti-corruption norms should be, resulting in a 

dissonance between perceptions of corruption and actual instances of corruption in a given 

country (Cole 2015, emphasis added). Various countries are now subject to intense scrutiny and 

evaluated according to strict standards that they may not have the capability to implement in the 

first place (Cole 2015). Therefore, the global anti-corruption movement may encourage reform 

against corruption, however, these reforms may not be beneficial or realistic to certain countries 

(Asongu 2014; Cole 2015; Locatelli et al. 2017). For example, Asongu (2014) found that the 

impact of anti-corruption globalization was not significant on low-income countries. Rather, the 

effect could be negative and lead to an increased risk that these countries create policies that 

hinder rather than help (Asongu 2014).  

 These new rules and regulations were also coupled with new “indices of corruption, 

representing a systematic attempt to measure and monitor a shadowy phenomenon to which many 

countries had been previously inured” (Cole 2015:73). Countries that may not have defined an act 
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as corrupt are now forced to accept international definitions, established by the West, on what 

corruption is and how it should be measured. This, in part, explains why up until the mid-1990s 

regions such as the Middle East, Africa, Asia, and Central/Eastern Europe had decreasing rates of 

corruption that then shifted and went back up dramatically (Triesman 2000, emphasis added). As 

North, Orman, & Gwin (2012:776) point out, the increase in corruption in these regions following 

international bodies fighting corruption “reflects the pro-Western bias in governance measures” 

and counters the idea that corruption is the result of socio-historical legacies (see also Triesman 

2000). As a result of this international hypervigilance, more and more violations are detected, 

resulting in a self-fulfilling prophecy (Cole 2015). This is not to say that corruption is not a 

significant problem in certain countries, such as Lebanon, but that caution must be taken and that 

we must be wary of definitions used to measure it, as well as the conclusions we draw about non-

Western countries with Western indices. The next section will discuss corruption in the Middle 

Eastern and North African context.  

2.3 Corruption in the Middle East and North Africa 

This overview will focus on the countries of the Middle East that have traditionally made 

up the geographical area known as “The Levant.” This encompasses the regions of Syria, 

Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, Jordan, and Turkey (Gelvin 2005). Egypt, Tunisia, and Morocco are 

also included in this discussion. This group of countries face similar socio-political circumstances 

and are often grouped together by researchers. Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi Arabia and 

the United Arab Emirates (UAE) are significantly different in their mode of governance, law and 

economics. Therefore, it would make little sense to include them in the analysis. For example, 

most of the countries, if not all, making up the Levant and North Africa are not resource rich 

countries (with the exception of Syria that has a limited amount), and get their income from 

nonhydrocarbon taxation (Imam & Jacobs 2014). In contrast, Saudi Arabia and the UAE get the 

majority of their income from hydrocarbon taxation and natural resources (ibid). Furthermore, the 
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legal structure and forms of government is also significantly different. Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

have a monarchy with a strict adherence to Muslim Law (Bishara 2011). For example, Saudi 

Arabia does not have a legislative branch because the Quran is the legal code and constitution 

(Vogel 2011). In regions like Egypt or Lebanon, there is a divide between law and religion 

(Bishara 2011). There is a legislative branch and proposed laws are meant to be secular 

(Traboulsi 2012). This is not an attempt to negate corruption in higher-income and resource rich 

Middle Eastern countries, rather, their issues of corruption occur under different circumstances 

and would not so readily inform understanding of corruption in Lebanon.  

Corruption in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) is wide and pervasive. 

According to the latest Corruption Perception Index from Transparency International (TI), eight 

MENA countries rank in the top 50 for highest levels of corruption, with four of those amongst 

the worst ten (Transparency International 2018). This is not surprising considering all the 

political, economic, legal and social issues these countries face. Businesses cannot thrive, 

especially when, on average, six percent of income goes to paying bribes (Bishara 2011). 

Governments are ineffective across the region. Political actors suppress economic and political 

reform to maintain power undermining the institution of government limiting the government’s 

social control (Bishara 2011; Hashemi & Postel 2017). This is particularly true in authoritarian 

states (though later I will argue that they should be viewed as totalitarian democracies) where 

power-maintenance is the main goal of politicians, neglecting the “political, economic, 

environmental and demographic crises that have steadily gotten worse with each passing decade” 

(Hashemi & Postel 2017:5). Issues of legitimacy occur causing governments to suppress 

democracy, access to information, and freedom of association to maintain power (Hashemi & 

Postel 2017). An example of this comes from Syria, which ranks 179 out of 180 on the TI index. 

The goal of the Assad regime is to remain in power resulting in economic issues and issues of 

corruption being neglected (Borschchesvskaya 2010).  
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It is also important to look at the MENA region because of their influence on one 

another. Das and DiRienzo (2012) conducted a study that looks at the correlation between 

corruption and distance between country capitals. The authors found that there was a positive 

correlation between proximity and corruption. However, distance is a stronger predictor than 

similar political cultures. For example, Syria is more likely to influence Lebanon than Egypt 

because of the proximity between Beirut and Damascus, versus Beirut and Cairo. Importantly, the 

Das and DiRienzo (2012) found that countries who neighbour each other will adopt one another’s 

corrupt practices. Simultaneously, and more positively, successful policies that reduce corruption 

in one country are likely to spill over into another and be adopted by a neighbouring country, with 

broader implications for the region (Das & DiRienzo 2012). This section will continue with a 

discussion of political issues of corruption in the MENA region.  

2.3.1 Political Issues of Corruption in the MENA Region 

With regards to the political functioning of this region, I believe it is important to view 

the majority of the MENA region as totalitarian democracies as opposed to completely 

authoritarian states (with the exception of Syria). Though throughout the 20th and 21st century, 

many of these countries were authoritarian, but it does not adequately reflect current political 

situations. This is particularly true after the ‘Arab Spring’ revolutions. Totalitarian democracy is a 

term coined by J.L Talman (1952) by which democracies exist, but citizens have very minimal 

participation in the election process and governance. Once elected, these high-ranking officials 

tend to stay in power for a long time and redistribute their efforts into maintaining their power 

(ibid). As a result, officials may use techniques that have legacies from authoritarianism, despite 

the state not being characterized by it. An example of this would be states using sectarian issues 

and identity politics to create fear among their sects and maintain power as the only option to 

save it (Hashemi & Postel 2017). This allows politicians to convince broad populations that 
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issues of corruption and demand for political change should come second to maintaining their 

religious presence in the government (Hashemi & Postel 2017).  

Importantly, after a period of inconsistent policies and clear instances of corruption and 

nepotism, issues of legitimacy start to occur however, because these are totalitarian democracies, 

democratization is low, and elites mobilize to suppress change and maintain power (Hashemi & 

Postel 2017). Power becomes localized and concentrated, and gets shared through instances of 

nepotism, favouritism and clientelism (Goldstraw-White & Gill 2016; Hashemi & Postel 2017). 

As this consolidation of power occurs, it becomes vitally important to have access to these 

authorities/families for any hope of advancement, otherwise known as a wasta (Bishara 2011; 

Goldstraw-White &Gill 2016; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). A wasta is an insider that 

helps you out with favours, from speeding up processes, to getting a job (Bishara 2011; Sapsford, 

Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). Wasta is a term that can be used for small-level favours to big ones. 

The use of a wasta becomes an issue of corruption when individuals are able to use their ties to 

public officials for private gain (Bishara 2011). This could be in the form of reduced taxes for 

businesses, as we will see, or getting out of a ticket because an individual has a political 

connection, as well as hiring an individual because you know them, as opposed to a merit-based 

reasons (Bishara 2011; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). Needing a wasta can become a 

socio-cultural issue when it is thought that the route to employment can only be done through a 

wasta (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017).  

Furthermore, the improvement of political structure and organization to effectively 

reduce and eliminate corruption has stalled (Bishara 2011; Imam & Jacobs 2014). An important 

reason behind this is the lack of democratization is the MENA region. Democratization has the 

benefit of getting wider sections of the population involved enabling them to demand change 

through the creation of a government with adequate checks and balances (Saha & Ben Ali 2017). 

However, as mentioned, the goal of the governing elite is to maintain power, so suppression of 
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democratization is more important once elected, creating a gap between the powerful and the 

citizens (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). This goes back to the idea of totalitarian 

democracy, where one wants to get in power and then maintain it at all costs. A good example is 

that of the Arab Spring. A main selling point of politicians during the upheaval was that 

corruption would be effectively dealt with (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). However, three 

years after the fact, the majority of citizens felt that nothing was done (Sapsford, Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017).  

Though this will be discussed further in the section of law, it is also important to note that 

the bribing of the courts, or the lack of ability to sanction political elites highly undermines the 

political body of the MENA regions. Elites are getting away with corruption, effectively 

furthering the power distance between the ruling and the ruled. As a result, there needs to be a 

fundamental shift in political ideology where those who govern view their position as a way to 

improve the economy, wealth and social prospects for their citizens (Bishara 2011). Next, I turn 

to look at the economic issues of corruption in the MENA region.  

2.3.2 Economic Issues of Corruption in the MENA Region 

There are multiple ways that corruption affects the economy. One effect is on business 

and the development of the private sector (Das & DiRizeno 2012). This is particularly a problem 

because the majority of businesses in the MENA region are small-to-medium enterprises (SME) 

or family owned business (Bishara 2011). Corruption negatively affects the growth of SMEs 

because any appearance of profitability attracts the potential for corruption (Bishara 2011). So, 

the appearance of being small and unprofitable is, ironically, one of the only ways for a business 

to survive. The appearance of unprofitability affects the economic sector of a given country 

because growth is stagnant, affecting job creation and therefore employment (Bishara 2011). 

Bishara (2011) refers to this as a glass ceiling because SMEs do not have the proper external 

protection and can easily find themselves in negative situations due to the lack of proper 
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legislation and protection for their businesses. In interviews with employees in the MENA region, 

Goldstraw-White and Gill (2016) discuss how bribery is ingrained in the business culture, 

creating a norm that is difficult to challenge, further affecting the growth of businesses in the 

region. Bribery also affects consumers as the loss of profit due to corruption is then passed on to 

the consumer, increasing prices and reducing consumption (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). 

 The income of a country is also affected by corruption. This is primarily the result of 

taxation, or rather lack thereof. Corruption has been shown to significantly reduce tax revenues, 

with at least 50% going uncollected (Ahmad & Ajaz 2010, Bird 2008; Imam & Jacobs 2014). The 

MENA region is vastly made-up of low-income countries making it very hard to tax the majority 

of the population (Imam & Jacobs 2014). Contrarily, bigger and taxable companies avoid paying 

taxes or pay a reduced rate because of their connection to government officials (Imam & Jacobs 

2014). Low-income also spurs on the usage of bribes because workers need to supplement their 

low wages, which is a major issue in the MENA region (Sandholtz & Koetzle 2000; Pring 2016). 

Bribes can be categorized in two ways. The first is a symbiotic relationship where the giver of 

money can accelerate the process of a task, and the receiver gains added income (Saha & Ben Ali 

2017). Though this is not to say that it should be viewed positively, a lot of businesses do not see 

another option. The second way is power abuse. There lies a system of inequality where 

individuals are at the mercy of the public officials and are forced into paying the bribe (Bishara 

2011; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). However, because most of these countries are low-

income, people who are poor end up forced to pay bribes (Pring 2016). The urgency of this issue 

is amplified when public sector employees such as nurses are demanding a fee for a patient to be 

seen (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017; Pring 2016). Often, these are emergencies which does 

not give the low-income family an opportunity to gather money and may incur serious health 

issues as a result (Pring 2016). Corruption affects economic functioning by harming broader 

economic structures, as well as individuals who are caught in these circumstances. Low incomes 
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perpetuate corrupt practices, as everyone is trying to survive, while further hurting the markets 

because minimal purchases can be made, and cost of living is too high. I will now discuss the 

interaction of political and economic factors in the MENA region.  

2.3.3 At the Crossroads of Politics and Economics 

It is imperative to discuss how politics and the economy influence one another. A key 

factor to start with is corporate governance. Corporate governance can be defined as the 

“structures, processes, and institutions within and around organizations that allocate power and 

resource control among participants” including the “necessary legal and regulatory frameworks” 

(Bishara 2011:240). This can be done internally, through company self-regulation, or externally 

from the markets and legal and regulatory frameworks that exist and impact the organization from 

the outside (Bishara 2011). The success of businesses is impacted by governance (Bishara 2011). 

Businesses in the MENA region are usually in countries with poor economic situations and high 

levels of political corruption (ibid). There is little focus given to the economic well-being of a 

country with political energy focused on maintaining power (ibid). This results in little efforts to 

curb corruption, and businesses find themselves in a political culture that aids and rises corruption 

levels (Bishara 2011). To survive, businesses will have to partake in a culture of bribery and 

corruption, or risk failing by refusing to engage in these practices (Bishara 2011). The culture of 

bribery impacts SMEs because they are the businesses more likely to face extortion particularly if 

SMEs start to appear profitable (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). This creates a form of 

social exclusion because  

the process (a) divides the nation, in a given situation, in terms of power to 

control one’s life and ability to plan for the future, (b) undermines the sense of 

empowerment which is needed for free development of capabilities, and (c) 

alienates people from their government and each other – destroy trust - and so 

weakens their perception of themselves as part of a unified society with shared 

interests (Sapsford et al.. 2017:18). 

 

As a result, bribery reinforces a negative political and economic climate as well as undermining 

social cohesion. The discussion of bribery is important because those in positions of power may 
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take advantage of their position and use “unclear laws, regulation, and procedures” to extort 

money (Imam & Jacobs 2014: 5). Imam and Jacobs (2014) propose that organizations should hire 

and train staff by emphasizing a lack of tolerance for engaging in corruption. They argue that if 

the organization is tolerant to corruption, then employees internalize that belief and engage in 

corruption themselves. Next, I turn to the effects of corruption on law.  

2.3.4 Corruption and Law 

Corruption heavily undermines the rule of law. Importantly, “a fundamental principle of 

the rule of law, as generally understood, is that all are equal before it and no-one stands outside 

it”, all belonging to the same society in a uniform way (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017: 12). 

The implication is that those who ‘rule’ are also subject to the very same punishment for 

breaching laws. Corruption weakens the importance of the rule of law because political elites are 

using their position to benefit themselves, with nothing being done to stop them (Sapsford, 

Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). Therefore, the ruling elite in the MENA countries stand above the 

law, which causes a crisis of legitimacy for both the government and the legal system. Issues of 

legitimacy are demonstrated by Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott (2017) in their analysis of the 

AfroBarometer survey. Over half of the respondents in Egypt and Morocco and a third of the 

respondents in Tunisia believe that their president is free to act however he would like and can 

ignore the courts and law. In addition, 80% in all three countries believe that their president has 

ignored parliament and the laws (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017:12). The rule of law is 

undermined by lack of action, as well as those that are supposed to uphold it. The courts had the 

highest bribery rate (31%), followed by police (27%) among six key public services (Pring 

2016:11).  

 The issue of the rule of law in the MENA region is tricky. The totalitarian democracies in 

many of these regions results in very low public participation in the discussion of corruption, 

laws, and governance (Loughman & Sibery 2012). The nature of these democracies also means 
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transparency and accountability are very low in these regions, making it very hard for the 

judiciary to successfully prosecute those accused of corruption (Goldstraw & Gill 2016). 

Consequently, the lack of sanctions against the corrupt elite encourage lower level public 

employees to also engage in corruption, such as bribing (Imam & Jacobs 2014). This speaks to a 

broader problem: enforcement. Having laws in place is not enough, laws need to be applied 

otherwise corruption can still occur. This can be seen by firms in Jordan, Morocco and Egypt 

adopted policies in line with OECD principles, but do not actually use them in practice (Bishara 

2011). Lack of enforcement send a message that corruption is allowed and undermines social 

cohesion as it becomes difficult to work with others and trust others, for fear that they are using 

you to their own advantage (Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017).  The next section will address 

the way society views corruption, as well as how society is impacted by corruption.  

2.3.5 Citizen Perception of Corruption 

Citizen perception of corruption in important, as it heavily shapes opinions regarding 

institutions within society. For example, both Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott (2017) and Pring 

(2016) find that, across all MENA countries surveyed, the majority of citizens see their country as 

deeply corrupt. In the report Transparency International (TI) found that “61% across the region 

believed that corruption had gone up within the last twelve months” (Pring 2016:7). Only Egypt 

and Morocco had less than half of their citizens believing that it went up (28% and 26% 

respectively). These statistics were mirrored in survey results by Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 

(2017). Using data from the 2014 ArabTrans Survey, Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott (2017:7) 

found that more than 50% of citizens in Jordan, Morocco, Libya, Iraq and Tunisia believed that 

their government were doing little or nothing to deal with corruption.6 Egypt was the only one 

                                                      

6 Jordan: 54.1%, Morocco: 54.8%, Libya: 62.3%, Iraq: 65.7%, Tunisia: 67.5% (Sapsford. Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017:7).  
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with less than half at 35.2% (ibid: 7).7 The problem of corruption has a significant effect on the 

population perception of the government. In fact, three years after the Arab Springs movement, 

half of the citizens of the affected countries felt that the government did nothing to reduce 

corruption, despite it being a major point of reform from the leaders (Sapsford, Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017). Across the eight MENA countries surveyed, between 58% (Egypt) and 91% 

(Yemen) felt that their governments were doing a “very or fairly bad” job at fighting the issue of 

corruption as well as believing that the same officials are highly corrupt themselves (Pring 

2016:33; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). This lack of improvement post-Arab Springs is 

true even in Egypt where the government has a more favourable opinion than the other seven 

MENA countries. Lack of improvement has caused a major legitimacy problem for the political 

institutions, as well as a distrust of civil servants and public officials (Sapsford, Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017).  Pring (2016:10) found that  

Across the region it is key public sector actors, who function at the very heart of 

government, who are seen to suffer from particularly high levels of corruption: 

government officials, tax officials and Members of Parliament. For each of these 

three groups, just under a half (45 per cent) of respondents say that “Most” or 

“All” people working in these functions are corrupt. Judges and magistrates, the 

police, the president’s office and local government councillors are thought to be 

mostly or entirely corrupt by between 31 per cent and 40 per cent of respondents.   

 

While survey results from the AfroBarmeter survey find similar results with citizens believing 

that most politicians, tax officials and judges are most corrupt (between 13 and 35 percent) 

(Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017:14).   

Government inefficiency is also seen as key reason as to why bribery is so pervasive 

across the MENA region. Though levels of bribery vary depending on location within a country, 

                                                      

7 Something interesting to note is that time elapsed between the ArabTrans Survey used in Sapsford 

Tsourapas & Abbott (2017) study and the one done by Transparency International known as the Global 

Corruption Barometer was two years. The former done in 2014 and the latter in 2016. During those two 

years it seems Morocco went from having just over half their population believe that their government was 

doing nothing to solve corruption to having only 26% believe it two years late. While this is beyond the 

scope of this thesis, it would be worth considering what may have occurred in those two years.  
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on average, one in three individuals had to pay a bribe to a public servant in the preceding twelve 

months (Pring 2016). Based on their survey, TI estimate that at least 50 million people across the 

region had to pay a bribe (Ibid). Moreover, in line with previous research, TI found that in five of 

the nine countries surveyed, low-income individuals were paying the most bribes (Pring 2016). 

Individuals are being forced to pay additionally for things like access to medical services, 

utilities, and even public schools (though it should be noted that this does vary considerably 

across the nations) (Pring 2016; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). The same studies also 

found that individuals were having to pay off the courts and the police, further undermining the 

state as a legitimate governing body (Pring 2016; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017). The 

problem of bribery also affects businesses as well. Goldstraw-White and Gill (2016) interviewed 

66 employees of businesses in seven Arab countries8 and found that 14 out of 66 (~21%) 

participants had to make facilitation payments to speed up the process or pay to avoid 

government officials denying permits. These results were also mimicked in the study by 

Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott (2017:5) who found that 40% of respondents in the ArabTrans 

Survey had to resort to some form of bribery to get permits. Moreover, because the culture of 

bribery is so ingrained, a fifth of respondents believed that bribery was necessary in order to 

become a successful business, while over a third believed that legislation reform specifically 

targeting bribery and corruption would not change anything (Goldstraw-White & Gill 2016).  

Corruption and bribery also have a negative impact on the legal system and the rule of 

law. As discussed earlier, “corruption destroys trust in the institutions of government and the 

overall Rule of Law – whatever the laws, the social practice oppresses some in favour of others 

and symbolises their exclusion from the core of their own society” (Sapsford, Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017:14). Trust in the government as well as the law is reduced because both institutions 

                                                      

8 United Arab Emirates, Jordan, Kuwait, Egypt, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Bahrain (Goldstraw-White and 

Gill 2016:845). 
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are ineffective. In the former, individuals are using the power of their governmental position to 

benefit and the latter is not holding them accountable. Lack of accountability fractures social 

cohesion because one group of individuals are above the law. Because political elite do not face 

legal punishment, there is also no safety within the law for individuals who are being subjected to 

corrupt practices and extortion. Transparency International found that “30% fear retaliation from 

whoever they reported and 19% believe that nothing will be done” if reported (Pring 2016:4). 

More worrisome is the fact that 38% of those who reported bribery did suffer from retaliation 

(Pring 2016). Retaliation further undermines legitimacy of the institution, as not only are the 

more powerful getting away with corruption and crimes, but more innocent people can be 

punished for not being able to pay a bribe (Pring 2016).  

The following section addresses corruption, specifically in the context of Lebanon.  

2.4 Corruption in Lebanon 

Lebanon is relatively young democracy, only becoming a fully independent state in 1942 

(AbouAssi & Bowman 2017). In order to maintain peace among the eighteen different religious 

communities, particularly after 15-year civil war, the political power was divided up in a 

proportional way along these different communities, characterizing the system as sectarian 

(Daiwan & Haider 2016; Stel & Naudé 2016). The result of this division has left different groups 

clamoring for more political power, resulting in high levels of corruption, including a highly 

clientelist system (Daiwan & Haider 2016; Nassif 2014; Neal and Tansey 2010). While it is hard 

to write a complete review on corruption in Lebanon due to a combination of a lack of 

transparency on the part of the government, as well as a lack of scholarly research, what is 

available demonstrates that corruption is severely ingrained in Lebanese society (Haase 2017; 

Leenders 2017). In 2017, Transparency International ranked Lebanon as 143rd out of 180 in terms 

of corruption (where 180 is the worst), with a score of 28/100 for perceived levels of corruption 

(Pring 2016). Corruption also affects other aspects of Lebanese life, with three-fifths of firms 
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identifying it as a major business constraint (Daiwan & Haider 2016). The Lebanese public tends 

to view corruption more negatively than other neighbouring countries in the Middle East, despite 

there being countries ranked lower (Diwan & Haidar 2016). A good example of the pervasiveness 

of corruption in Lebanon is the 2015 garbage crisis (though it is still on-going). In 2015, the main 

landfill reached capacity and the government contract over garbage collection ran out. However, 

there was a political deadlock because any bid for the government contract took on a sectarian 

tone, as well as talks of secretive deals by politicians to gain something from the deal (Yahya 

2015). Politicians put citizens and the environment second to their desire to profit off of this 

situation. 

 Corruption in Lebanon is heavily linked to political class. The Lebanese government is 

highly centralized (AbouAssi & Bowman 2017). While there are municipalities with some 

discretion to make decisions, the majority of the policies are determined by the central 

government (ibid). This centralization results in the consolidation of power amongst the elite few 

in parliament. Boege, Brown, & Clements (2009: 17) describe the Lebanese political order as a 

hybrid where divisions of power are done across “authority structures, sets of rules, logics of 

order and claims to power” that combine Western structures with local structures. The authors 

argue that this results in instability and informality. The division of power in the hybrid system is 

further amplified by the sectarian system in Lebanon. Political elites often disagree with one 

another on policies because they are looking to benefit off a given situation and get advantages 

for their sect (Stel and Naudé 2016). In an effort to gain votes and remain in power, political 

elites will hand out jobs to their own supporters (Stel 2013; Stel & Naudé 2016). Subsequently, 

an informal clientelist governmental system emerges, reinforcing the corrupt nature of Lebanese 

politics (Stel 2013; Stel & Naudé 2016). Diwan and Haidar (2016) describe the political system 

as a “coalition of sectarian oligarchs” (p.2) who maintain their power by engaging in mutually 

beneficial behind-the-scene deals with individuals or groups (e.g., subsidies from politicians, in 
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exchange for political support by companies). The political system thereby shuts out citizen 

participation in democracy, and, more broadly, places societal needs as secondary to the interests 

of their political group and associated sects (Haase 2017). Political parties of Lebanon have very 

little to do with actual politics and are a means for sectarian elites to manipulate the system 

through the control of resources to benefit their in-group, as well as manipulate them (Haase 

2017; Leenders 2017).  

  Despite the rampant corruption in public office, little has been done overall to address 

these issues (Haase 2017). In a report done by Transparency Lebanon on administrative 

corruption, two key reasons are given for the widespread corruption found in the public sector: 1) 

the absence of control and 2) lack of accountability (Haddad 2014a). These two reasons reinforce 

each other. Failing to hold civil servants’ responsible fosters an environment that promotes the 

use of corrupt means for personal gain. As a result, corruption grows across various public 

sectors, and the government can no longer control it. Moreover, there has been very little attempts 

on the part of the government to account for this. The only serious attempt (according to the 

report) in 1994 had the Office of the Minister of State for Administrative Reform fire corrupt 

public servants (Haddad 2014a;2014b). However, this had to be abandoned rather fast as civil 

servants with links to political figures were being targeted to hurt the sect/party, as opposed to 

trying to control corruption (Haddad 2014a;2014b). Another attempt on the part of the 

government to reduce some forms of corruption came through reforming procedures that opened 

the door to bribery. For example, the Lebanese government introduced a self-assessment 

procedure to reduce interaction between taxpayers and tax officers who have a reputation for 

demanding bribes (Imam and Jacobs 2014; Pring 2016). Moreover, they have also simplified 

customs procedures to avoid bribery issues during the clearance process (Eltony 2002).  

This brings up the question: are these processes enough? Haase (2017) would argue that 

they are not, as there is a severe lack of political will to reduce corruption. There is no effort on 
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the part of the government to reform the system and create accountability to the rule of law (ibid). 

There is also a lack of transparency allowing politicians to act without the public and other 

governing bodies being made aware (ibid). Given that corruption is heavily and primarily 

embedded in the government, it will take a complete re-structing for there to be any reduction in 

corruption (Haase 2017).  

 As discussed in earlier sections of the literature review, corruption undermines the 

legitimacy of the state, and the trust in government. In the case of Lebanon, the same remains 

with Lebanese citizens not trusting the government to provide basic services to their citizens 

(Haase 2017). This is accentuated by clientelist nature of Lebanese politics where public officials 

give uneven access to resources for political favour (Ibid). Stel and Naudé (2016) and Stel (2013) 

demonstrated this through studies on the distribution of electricity in Lebanon. Electricité du 

Liban (EDL) is a state-own company charged with providing electricity to the country. However, 

the electricity in Lebanon is not distributed equally or efficiently often resulting in citizens having 

to pay twice over: one for the service from the government, and once for the generators from a 

private company due to frequent power outages (Ibid). EDL has often been used to provide 

kickbacks to political figures in Lebanon, as well as a way for political elites to distribute free 

electricity to their supporters (Stel 2013). Abdelnour (2003) found that 55% of EDL bills are not 

collected, and that 45% of electricity generated are not billed. The cost is then given to citizens 

who have to pay high fees to the EDL due to inflation and to the private companies (Stel 2013; 

Stel and Naudé 2016). Moreover, the Speaker of Parliament has been known to hire members 

from within his sect for EDL jobs (Stel 2013). Services then become “a political favour, not a 

public right,” reinforcing negative emotions among citizens and further reinforcing corruption 

(Stel & Naudé 2016:256). 

 Politics and business also intersect heavily in Lebanon, having wide repercussions for 

economic sector of Lebanon. According to Stel & Naudé (2016:264), “the political class is 
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heavily embedded in the private sector” with most businessmen being former politicians, or 

current politicians being businessmen (see also Stel 2013). Chaaban (2016) examined the banking 

industry in Lebanon and how connected it was to politics. Chaaban (2016) found that out of 20 

banks, 15 had a chair of the board linked to a politician, while six on the board held public office. 

However, this was found to be detrimental to the banks because businesses that were more 

politically connected had higher rates of defaults on loans. In return for political favours, banks 

were giving out loans without going through proper procedures or making sure everything was 

financially sound before approving the loan (Chaaban 2016). Another study by Diwan and Haidar 

(2016) look at politically connected firms (PCFs) and demonstrate the consequences of politics 

and business mixing. The effect PCFs has on the sectors they are in is broad. PCFs aggregate 

market share can range from anywhere between 50% and 75% with the average across all sectors 

being 70%, suggesting that they are monopolizing the sectors that they are in (Diwan and Haidar 

2016). When a sector has a large number of PCFs, the increased competition amongst themselves 

results in the lowering of rents (Diwan and Haidar 2016). This not only affects non-PCFs but 

other PCFs and, in turn, the market, meaning that the amount of these types of firms in a sector 

has the capacity to really influence outcomes (Diwan and Haidar 2016). The same study 

demonstrates how PCFs can also impact labour within sectors, finding that for each PCF in a 

sector, hiring falls by 11.3% for non-PCFs. Because of the benefits of having a connection to a 

politician/political party, these firms are able to hire more people, particularly as a form of 

clientelism to pay back the politician (Diwan and Haidar 2016). More broadly, for every added 

political connection, 7.2% less jobs are created. However, more labour does not necessarily 

equate more productivity. In fact, Diwan & Haidar (2016:13) find that the opposite is true. Both 

PCFs and non-PCFs are hurt overall:  

Interestingly, more competition by other PCFs (i.e., larger PCFs) reduces PCFs’ 

wage premium and size and increases their labor productivity. This suggests that 

more competitive pressures by other PCFs reduces the profits and ability of all 

PCFs in the sector to over-expand – their privileges become less valuable, and as 
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a result, their pay-back to politicians becomes less. We interpret the results as 

follows: non-PCFs also suffer from more competition, but since they do not have 

large profits as buffers, they not only end up smaller and paying lower wages, but 

moreover, their labor productivity falls as well. 

 

Thus, the whole of a given sector suffers. The study by Diwan and Haidar (2016) important as it 

demonstrates that the political connection to businesses has the capability of further impeding and 

hurting growth of a sector. While it is already hard for a firm to enter a sector with more PCFs, 

sustainability is just as hard for PCF and non-PCF firms (though harder for the latter) (Diwan & 

Haidar 2016). While the connection to politicians give firms benefits, the mechanisms which 

PCFs must pay back these politicians hurts their overall productivity. PCFs also adversely affect 

non-PCFs firms by reducing their overall income by being unable to compete with the PCF firms 

through crowding out, as well as lowered hiring capabilities due to lower wages.  

  Interestingly, the political situation can have adverse effects on the business sector 

without a politician being directly involved in the business. Stel and Naudé (2016) demonstrate in 

their survey of Lebanese firms that political instability and corruption are two of the biggest 

impediments to doing business in Lebanon. In 2009, 97% of firms indicated that they would have 

to pay a bribe in order to secure a government contract, with it totaling about eight percent of the 

value of the contract they were receiving (double than the rest of the Middle Eastern countries) 

(Ibid). More specifically, Stel and Naudé (2016) focus on how the corruption in the electrical 

sector affects businesses. Entrepreneurs that do not pay a bribe reported on average a financial 

loss of seventeen percent due to electrical outages, while those that paid a bribe lost only seven. 

However, while the bribes lower the cost and increase consistency of electricity the ability for 

bribes to increase revenue over a period of time is heavily influenced by the way the political 

elites control and divide the economy (Stel & Naudé 2016). Similarly, Haddad (2014) reports that 

bribery is heavily entrenched in Lebanese culture that bribery is seen as necessary to start or even 

continue business. The same study found that 65% of the respondents had to pay a bribe to the 
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government for a related procedure, while 43% knew beforehand how much they would have to 

pay, further reinforcing the pervasiveness of corruption in the government (Haddad 2014). 

Haddad (2014) also reported that twenty-three percent of firms had to pay between one and five 

percent of their revenue, fourteen percent had to pay between six and ten percent, while four 

percent had to pay between eleven and fifteen percent (Haddad 2014).  It can then be seen how 

political corruption affects the economic sector regardless of whether politicians are involved 

directly in the business, or because of the corrupt socio-political situation companies find 

themselves in.  

 The corruption at the political level, as well as their heavy influence in the business sector 

causes a lot of problems for the economy (Haase 2017). In Lebanon, the economy is described as 

a “free-market service-oriented with very limited natural resources” (AbouAssi & Bowman 

2017:507). The economy suffers from the same sectarian power-sharing that is characteristic of 

politics, resulting in “endemic clientelism and a highly oliogopolistic market structure” (Stel & 

Naudé 2016: 265). A study by the Lebanese Center for Policy Study in 2011 showed that a small 

amount of companies owned at least 50% of 300 different markets. This market division allows 

for a small group of political and business elites to control the market and tamper with it to better 

fit their needs (Stel 2013). As a result, there tends to be a large economic gap across the country 

(AbouAssi & Bowman 2017).  The economic gap is further hindered by the large public debt the 

government owes, so that while the economy has the potential to improve (Lebanon’s gross 

domestic product was $US 47.5 billion in 2016, up from $US 45.7 billion in 2004), financing 

remains low (Haase 2017; Haddad 2014; Stel 2013). Particularly as only two percent of 

companies account for 50% of the loans (Haase 2017; Haddad 2014; Stel 2013). Low financing is 

particularly troublesome for SMEs that make up 85% of the private sector but lose out to a small 

amount of larger companies that dominate the sector due to their political connections (Bishara 

2011; Stel 2013). The economy remains stagnant, as these businesses are not permitted to grow or 
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must keep the appearance of unprofitability to avoid being targeted by corrupt individuals (see the 

economic framework in the MENA section for more) (Bishara 2011).  This is furthered by the 

aforementioned study done by Transparency Lebanon in 2014. Transparency Lebanon lists the 

ways that corruption has directly hurt the Lebanese economy. While the study mentions things 

such as the monopolistic nature of the business sector, as well as the lowered economic growth, 

other important aspects are also mentioned, such as: misallocation of funds that could be used to 

improve businesses, increase in manufacturing costs resulting in an increase in the price leading 

consumers to purchase foreign products, lack of adequate production standards lowering the 

quality of the product, as well as limiting their exportability by failing to meet international 

standards and finally, lowered tourism because prices are high (Haddad 2014a). Importantly, 

corruption not only directly affects businesses, but impacts the larger economic structure of 

Lebanon and prevents it from growing and becoming a healthy and functioning economy 

(Haddad 2014a).  

 Political corruption, as well its effect on the economy heavily effects the perception that 

Lebanese citizens have of their government and the corrupt situation in Lebanon. A study by 

Transparency International reveals that there is a very pessimistic outlook on the situation in 

Lebanon (Pring 2016). Findings demonstrate that 92% of Lebanese citizens believe that 

corruption had risen, the highest rate across all MENA countries surveyed (Pring 2016). Of these 

individuals, 67% thought that “most” or “all” individuals working in the public sector are corrupt, 

with another 22% believing that “some” are corrupt (ibid). There is a high level of pessimism in 

the country, with 76% believing that the government’s effort to improve the situation are either 

“very” or “fairly” bad (Pring 2016). Citizen lack of faith in the government is further 

demonstrated by the fact that 30% feel like reporting will not make a different because nothing 

will be done about it. Corruption is so pervasive in Lebanese society that between eleven and 

thirteen percent of individuals do not report because they feel corruption is so normalized, while 
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another fourteen to fifteen percent believe that those who they should report to, are also corrupt. 

Though there is a negative picture of corruption in Lebanon, a more hopeful statistic indicates 

that 62% of people feel like there is something citizens can do to change things, with this being 

the most hopefully population across the countries surveyed (Pring 2016). Businesses also had a 

very negative outlook with 73% believing that corruption was a severe problem in the public 

sector and that the government is “controlled by narrow interests” (Haddad 2014: 21). 

Importantly, the literature is heavily lacking on how the rule of law is affected by 

corruption, highlighting the importance of the research I undertook. While there is literature on 

how the legal system is undermined when broadly speaking of corruption, the lack of reference to 

the rule of law in Lebanon means that a key part of the structure of society is not being taken into 

account. This is important, as it has implications not only for creating an effective legal system, 

but it has repercussions for how citizens interact with law enforcement, and particularly for how 

they view the legitimacy of the laws that are meant to govern them. The following chapter 

provides an overview of my methodology. 
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Chapter 3 

Methodology 

The following chapter aims to provide the reader with an overview of how I conducted my study. 

It includes a discussion of why I chose Lebanon as a case study, my sample and sampling 

technique, and the interview method. This is followed by an explanation of what occurred before 

the interview (i.e., initial contact), during the interview and after the interview. Finally, I will 

discuss how I analyzed my data before concluding with strength and weakness.  

 This research is a case study of Lebanon and specifically of Lebanese government. 

Initially, the project was meant to be an exploration into how the relationship between 

government and citizens influences the rule of law, particularly in countries where citizens have a 

negative view of their government. Lebanon fits the description, and because of my connections 

and relations in the country, I had access to elite members of society. Lebanon is an interesting 

case because there is general disregard for the legal structure, yet official crime rates remain quite 

low (Wannis 2014). The nature of qualitative interviewing resulted in discussions frequently 

returning to corruption and how corruption undermines the structure of government and the rule 

of law. The project therefore addresses corruption.  

 The case study provides multiple benefits when conducting research. Because society is 

in constant flux, fixed rules cannot be created about society (Flyberg 2006). Therefore, the use of 

a case study permits the researcher to study social events of a time and place (Flybery 2006). The 

Lebanese people have had a tumultuous past with the government and observing the current 

situation is a way of studying the legacy of this relationship (Haddad 2002). Moreover, as my 

literature review indicates, there is very little research done on the topic of corruption and law in 

Lebanon. My research is thus exploratory, making the case study an ideal research design to 

explore and gather data about the country. Though case studies are not generalizable, the 
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information gathered is equally important because it adds new knowledge and helps to generate 

theory and policy. The literature review demonstrated that the Middle Eastern and North African 

region has similar levels of corruption, and that spill-over into other countries is not uncommon 

(Das & DiRienzo 2012; Sapsford, Tsourapas & Abbott 2017; Pring 2016). Moreover, because 

corruption has steadily become a matter of international concern, it is important to understand 

how smaller and poorer countries are affected by international definitions of corruptions. The fact 

that it is Western nations dictating definitions and solutions to corruption, attention must be given 

to how globalization of corruption impacts non-Western countries (Cole 2015; Finnemore & 

Sikkink 1998). For all these reasons, a focus on Lebanon provides an opportunity to see how 

corruption undermines the rule of law from a non-Western standpoint.  

3.1.1 Sample and Sampling Technique 

To understand the way corruption affects Lebanese society and structures, I conducted 

nine interviews9 with high ranking government officials, lawyers, and one individual related to 

government.10 The interviews were done between May and July 2018. I used nonprobability 

sampling, specifically reliance on available subjects because I was attempting to reach elite 

members of society and used my connections to do so. One exception is a participant who was 

referred to me by another participant. One other participant was referred to me by a politician I 

was attempting to reach. My research can be classified as opportunistic research because I had 

access to a group of, otherwise, unattainable members of society and used my connections to 

conduct this research (Reiman 1979).  

 

 

                                                      

9 Unfortunately, one interview was lost so I rely on the other 8. Fortunately, by the time I interviewed 

Cherbel, I had reached saturation.  
10 Table 1 in Appendix A has descriptors of the individuals including their name, gender and occupation. 
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3.1.2 Qualitative Interviewing 

Considering the explorative nature of this study, in-depth interviewing was used. In-depth 

interviewing allows for a focus on ‘what’ social processes are occurring and ‘how’, as opposed to 

‘why’ (Johnson & Rowlands 2014). In-depth interviewing also allows for a detailed exploration 

of events for which participants have a lot of knowledge, experience and insight (Charmaz 2011). 

As a result, semi-structured questions were used. I opted for this type of questioning because 

there were certain topics I wanted to touch upon, but I wanted to leave the questions open-ended 

so that the participants could answer however they felt comfortable. Semi-structured questions 

allow for themes, ideas, and issues to come up organically and pursued in more detail (Charmaz 

2011; Knox & Burkard 2009, Warren 2011).  In-depth interviewing was beneficial because I was 

not trying to determine facts about the political and legal situation in Lebanon, rather, my aim 

was to establish themes and patterns across respondents.   

Interviews lasted anywhere between 30 minutes to over one hour. Interviews were 

conducted in English and tape-recorded to facilitate transcription (with interviewee’s permission). 

The audio files were not destroyed after the transcriptions in case I needed to go back and clarify 

a phrase or use of an Arabic word. I use pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants and 

I omit any information that can link the participant to this project. A journal was always kept on 

me throughout my stay in Lebanon. After interviews, I would write down thoughts and 

observations about the interview and experience. This was done in a private place, usually in the 

room of the apartment where I was staying.  

This research was done with the approval of the Queen’s University General Research 

Ethics Board (GREB). Part of my ethics clearance included a letter of information/consent, as 

well as a non-disclosure agreement for those who drove me and sat in with participants (see 

Appendix B). 
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3.1.3 Before the Interview 

All the contacts were obtained through personal connections. Either the connection 

contacted the individual, told them about my project and asked for an appointment. Once they 

agreed, I was given their number to set up an appointment. There were two exceptions. One 

participant was referred to me by another participant. The other instance is a participant who was 

referred to me by a politician who could not meet with me. In both of these instances, I was given 

their number and told them who I was, how I got their number and asked for an interview. Over 

the phone, the participants and I set up a time and place to meet. The location was always left up 

to the participant to decide. Apart from three participants, it was done at their office. For the other 

three interviews, two were done in a café, and one was undertaken in their home.  

3.1.4 During the Interview 

Before starting the interview, I provided each participant with an informed consent form 

(see Appendix B). I went over some of the key points of the form including: 1) that the interview 

was completely voluntary and could be stopped at any time, 2) that, if they did not wish to answer 

a question they did not have to, and 3) that their identities would be kept confidential and I would 

do my best to ensure confidentiality in my writing. I also asked participants for permission to 

record the interview. This was granted in all cases. I followed GREB protocol and gave them the 

option to sign the letter of consent or continue without signing if participants did not want their 

name on paper. All but one did not sign, saying that the letter was unnecessary, not a risk.11 One 

even said, “Let’s not take away time from the interview to read and sign this.” However, GREB 

permits the accepting of the recording to be considered as “implied consent” and I was able to 

move forward with the interview. Importantly, the participants still kept a copy of the letter and 

could read it at their own leisure and contact me if needed. My number and e-mail were provided, 

                                                      

11 I think this is a good example of a Westernized idea being brought into a non-Western setting for 

research. While I understand the necessity of GREB, it is interesting to note the reaction of indifference the 

letter of consent brought on.  
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per guidelines, so participants were aware that they could withdraw participant consent to use the 

interview even after the interview took place. Confidentiality was assured and emphasized both in 

conversation and on the letter of consent they received. I wanted to ensure that there was 

protection from any potential harm (Heggen & Guillemin 2014). To further ensure 

confidentiality, I use what Kaiser (2014) called deductive disclosure by excluding in my 

transcript of interviews and analysis of data any traits or experiences that could lead to an 

identification of participants. 

 Due to the nature of interviewing, trying to understand what the participant is saying, and 

the meaning participants are attributing to the situation, the researcher may have to interpret the 

implicit message from the respondent (Kvale 2011). This can result in a “monopoly of 

interpretation” by imposing meaning on the answers given by participants (Kvale 2011:6). To 

avoid a monopoly of interpretation, I frequently reformulated the answer and said the answer 

back to the participant to ensure that what the participant meant was going to be used in the data 

analysis. This was very important to me because I did not want to falsely impose meaning. Also, I 

did not want the participant to feel as if there was potential for me to misinterpret what they were 

saying, harming the relationship (Heggen & Guillemin 2014).  

3.1.5 After the Interview 

After the interview was completed, I made it clear that I had stopped recording. I thanked 

participants for their time and gave them a business card with my e-mail and phone number. I 

informed participants that if they had any questions, would like to change/revoke something they 

said, or if participants changed their mind about being included in the study, they could call me. 

The next day I sent them a follow-up e-mail thanking them for their time. 

3.1.6 Data Analysis 
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The first step in the research process was transcribing the interview. I did not delete the 

recordings in case I needed to refer to them at some point in the writing process for clarity. For 

my first run-through, I printed out the interviews, read through them and noted general themes. 

This allowed me to see the extent to which participants agreed/disagreed with each other, as well 

as how they constructed and interpreted the same socio-political and legal context. Next, I read 

through the literature review and created a grid of analysis (See Appendix A, Figure 1). Themes 

one through four all came from the literature, whereas theme five incorporated themes mentioned 

in interviews but not by the literature. I used NVIVO to create nodes. Nodes were titled after the 

themes and excerpts from participants were incorporated into the appropriate node.  

Once the data were coded into categories, I reviewed code more thoroughly. The removal 

of categories in the new grid is based on two reasons: 1) Categories were too similar so one 

subsumed the other, or 2) The category did not appear in my data and was unnecessary to include 

in the final grid of analysis. Next, I examined at the codes not mentioned in the literature and 

started putting them into overarching themes where they best fit (i.e., political, legal, or socio-

cultural). This yielded a second grid (see Appendix A, Figure 2).  

3.1.7 Changes Between the Grids 

The biggest change between the two grids is the absence of the economic theme. None of 

my respondents discussed the impact of corruption on the economy, barring one brief instance. 

The lack of economic discussion could be due to all my respondents being tied to the 

government, law, or both. Because of their occupations, it is possible that the participants primary 

concern about corruption were not related to the economy. In the political theme, the following 

categories were subsumed under “Failure of the Political System”:1) System Fails New 

Politicians and 2) “Grand Corruption.” These two categories recorded one reference each in 

NVIVO and could fall under the broader category of “Failure of the Political System.” 

“Favouritism” was incorporated into “Clientelism” because they were too similar thematically. 
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“Manipulation” went from being a sub-category to having its own category with subsequent sub-

categories such as “Maintaining Power”, “Manipulation of People”, and “Lack of Trust from 

Population.” Upon assessing the coded passages in “Lack of Repercussions”, I decided that the 

excerpts would be better suited either in “Manipulation” or “Lack of Trust from Population”.  

With regards to the legal theme “Undermining Occupations”, there was a single reference, and 

that could go under “Separation of Judicial and Executive” and “Legitimacy”. The code 

“Formalism” overlapped with “Uneven Application of the Rule of Law.” Therefore, I located 

excepts in the “Uneven Application of the Rule of Law” category. Finally, the category “Erosion 

of the Rule of Law,” was transferred to “Perception of the Rule of Law.” 

3.1.8 Strengths and Weaknesses  

Due to limited resources (time and money), as well as this being a difficult to access 

population, the sample size yielded was relatively small. Despite the small sample size, the 

lengthy interviews allowed me to gather a lot of data and details surrounding corruption in 

Lebanon. However, a strength of in-depth interviewing is the flexibility this technique provides. 

Answers given by participants lead to new questions and new themes and ideas to be discussed, 

adding more depth to this research project (Babbie & Roberts 2016). This interviewing technique 

also allows for the interview to appear as more of a discussion and conversation which can put 

the participant at ease (ibid). While it is a case study with a specific population, aspects of the 

research are still generalizable. Particularly, the themes and perspectives on corruption that have 

not been previously addressed across the literature on corruption. The new themes create the 

possibility for further research and allows research to see if and how themes appear in other 

countries. This would allow for fruitful cross-cultural analysis.  

Issues of validity concerning what the participant say can be raised, such as the potential 

for lying. However, I trust the participants and their answers. Participants were frequently candid 

and provided detailed and thoughtful answers. None of the participants refused to answer 
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questions and were quite honest when participants felt that they did not have enough information 

to answer a particular question. Moreover, there was consistency within their answers, often 

referring to previous questions and discussing how the answers and themes connected to one 

another. There was also consistency across participants. A lot of the answers reflected similar 

sentiments and themes across participants.  

Next, I turn to an analysis of data. Specifically, the following chapter examines at 

political corruption and how corruption undermines the structure of government.  
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Chapter 4 

Political Corruption and the Undermining of Government  

This chapter analyses how political corruption occurs, how it undermines government, 

and how political corruption affect the way citizens view and interact with the government. 

During the interviews, six key themes came up in reference to political corruption: political self-

interest, nepotism, clientelism, sectarianism, transparency and distrust of government. Through 

these six themes, I aim to demonstrate how political elites use their position to profit and keep the 

institution of government weak so that political actors can maintain their power.  

The Lebanese parliament is divided by a 5:5 Christian-Muslim ratio (128 seats, 64 

Christian, 64 Muslim), and within this 5:5, it is further subdivided amongst the different sects 

(Nagle & Clancy 2019).  For any proposition to be accepted, a two-thirds majority must be 

achieved (ibid). The formalization of this power-sharing system was to avoid further religion-

based conflict. Because of this division, there is no real opposition party, rather decisions have to 

be made by creating a coalition. One of the ways this is done is through the elimination of the 

‘opposition’ (stopping the formation of coalitions). This is similar to the idea of a win-win 

situation in game theory: if they all play together, they all win (Chalkiadakis, Elkind and 

Wooldridge 2012). By dividing power and benefits across the various members of parliament 

(MPs), political elites have more to gain by going along with the current system than working 

against it. Charles12, one of my participants discusses this:  

The power today is one: the government. You cannot divide the government and 

say there is a part with government inside the government with or without. Every 

decision the government makes, everybody in government is responsible for it, 

even if you vote against it, it doesn’t matter. You cannot vote against something 

and not be responsible for it if you are in government. The most thing you can do 

is resign. If you don’t want to take responsibility for a certain action the 

government is doing, you resign from government. You don’t just go “oh I voted 

against”. This is what they play in Lebanon, they say “Oh I voted against.” But 

                                                      

12 All participant names have been changed to protect their identity 
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they are playing roles, sometimes this guy votes against, this guy votes against, 

somebody playing role of the opposition13, but you cannot if you are inside 

government. 

 

One thing to note from this quote is the fact that the only way to go against government is to 

resign from it. This highlights the way the win-win situation prevents any change or opposition 

from taking place, reinforcing the system. If the only two choices are: accept the proposition or 

resign, parliament becomes a self-perpetuating system, where any potential MPs with good 

intentions are forced out. Through this claim of co-existence, political elites maintain their power 

over government, keeping its structure weak and inefficient (Daiwan & Haider 2016; Geha 2019; 

Nassif 2014; Neal and Tansey 2010). The centralization of power mirrors what Hashemi and 

Postel (2017) found in other regions of the Middle East. These authors found that politicians will 

localize power and attempt to stop democratic processes in order to maintain their power 

(Hashemi & Postel 2017). Rather than dealing with the issues that affect the broader population, 

the interest is focused on bettering themselves or their in-group (clientelism, favouritism and 

nepotism as well as sectarianism will be explored further on). For example, in 2015, the main 

landfill for garbage reached capacity and closed14. Since then, solutions to the problem have not 

gotten past parliament, as the discussion of contracts took on a sectarian tone, and rumours of 

politicians attempting to create backdoor deals with potential contractors emerged (Yayah 2015).  

Another participant, Jamal, discusses how the political self-interest affects and hinders other 

institutions in society, in particular the economic institution: 

The political, I mean, scene that prevailed over the economy in Lebanon. So, you 

don’t have this political economic interaction. So, we have the political that is 

always stronger than the economic one. So, this is the priority. We can see how 

they are always interested in their [power] and how they are going to be sharing 

the, I mean, power among themselves and the economic agenda is not really the 

priority for those politicians. 

 

                                                      

13  Here, Charles is not referring to official opposition parties, but opposing suggested legislature/policies. 
14 There were also social issues surrounding its closure, see Geha 2019 for a more detailed account.  



 

53 

 

This system is also symptomatic of a larger issue in Lebanese society: nepotism. 

Nepotism can be defined as the favouring of family members for job positions or succession in 

positions of power (Jaskiewicz et al. 2013). When discussing nepotism, three different 

participants referred to Lebanon as an oligarchy, due to the fact that the same officials or their 

family members have been in power for multiple years. Nabil pinpoints key families in the 

Lebanese government and discusses how nepotism has become a political culture in Lebanon. 

We have this family, like Jumblatt, Franjiyet, even Hariri, even the president, we 

have all the relatives there, their families are in the government, being MPs, 

ministers, so this is the culture as well. Before we had the Jumblatt family, so this 

is the culture in Lebanon. When someone is in the power, so they can try to 

improve all their family and try to keep systematicity of being elected and re-

elected and re-elected. So, it’s a family trend in Lebanon. 

 

Nepotism also creates problems for the political institution, as well as the legal. In the 

former, the political system is undermined and seen as illegitimate because those in office may 

not actually be those that are representative of the people. Nepotism reduces democratic culture, 

which is already very weak in Lebanon. Less than half the population voted in the last election, 

and those that did were, according to multiple participants, those that benefitted from particular 

individuals staying in power due to nepotism and clientelism. Politicians belong to a particular 

group and particular class of people, and only benefit a select few, as I show later in the section 

on sectarianism. Additionally, the perpetuation of nepotism demonstrates disinterest from the 

political elite in getting rid of corruption and instilling a system that benefits Lebanese citizens as 

a whole, not just particular groups and particular sects (Haase 2017). Furthermore, the rule of law 

is heavily undermined as those who are in the highest positions do not abide by it (though this 

will be further explored in the following chapter). Nabil discusses the issues that nepotism causes: 

Well, that’s the problem, I think that the easiest way is to remedy it through the 

top. Um (sighs), but of course the people who get to the top, in a situation that is 

as unhinged as the situation we see in Lebanon, are not people who either come 

to the top, or are qualified to be in the top, with credentials that allow the rule of 

law to develop. A person like our president, Michel Aoun, has zero interest in the 

rule of law. He blocked the presidential election for two and a half years just for 

the purpose of becoming president. So, we can’t really rely on him to advocate 



 

54 

 

the rule of law. He’ll breach it, He’s breached it to get there and he’s not even 

conscious of it. Let alone, talk of fighting corruption when you have his son-in-

law and his other son-in-law and the nepotism in government is unprecedented. I 

mean it’s strong in Lebanon because of the structures of families but in the 

present case, I think it’s pretty heavy. 

 

Nabil’s quote demonstrates that even at the highest level of governance, Lebanon has nepotism 

issues reducing the effectiveness of the whole system. Being an MP becomes more about staying 

in power and maintaining favours than effective governing. This has a negative impact on citizens 

and their perception of their government, but importantly, it contributes to citizen apathy. Nabil 

further elaborates on how this affects citizens: 

Lebanese society has traditionally been very family oriented in terms of politics. 

And at the same time, people are also conscious that this is a bad thing. So it’s 

not that people look at it and say, “oh this is a good thing.”, they look at it and 

say it’s a bad thing, but they don’t necessarily react as they should react to this, 

which is to prevent the sons and brothers and nephews and sons-in-laws of 

politicians from taking over. . And there are degrees, so I’m afraid the bar is very 

low. In other words, what we had at one point, in the 50s/60s, are decent 

politicians who people, like: Kamal Jumblatt or people like Raymond Edde, 

would say “Family is out. If you are part of the family, then you should take a 

healthy distance from the political scene”. In the case of Kamal Jumblatt, in 

particular, his son, Walid, was totally out of the picture, now you fast forward to 

today and you see that even that distance that you have is breached. The son is a 

deputy when his father is still in politics and Jumblatt is one of the better people 

in the country. So, my sense is that nepotism has increased dramatically, and that 

the bar is even lower than we used to have as a family, small, styled, structured 

society. 

 

An important thing to note is that while citizens are aware of the negative aspect of nepotism, 

over time, Lebanon has seen an increase in nepotistic appointments in government. This increase 

creates the sense that change is not actually occurring. The system is stagnant. The lack of hope 

the population has in this government is, as Hassan said, “part of the reason that 50% are not 

voting”. 

Nepotism is also intricately tied to clientelism. While there is some debate over a 

concrete definition of clientelism, it can be thought of “the proffering of material goods in return 

for electoral support” (Stokes 2011). In Lebanon, the use of public office to benefit the 

politician’s in-group takes form in the shape of nepotism and clientelism. Politicians will use their 
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positions to provide opportunities, such as employment, as well as providing advantages to 

companies in return for political support. For example, Electricité du Liban (EDL), the main 

provider of electricity, owned by the state has been used to provide kickbacks to their supporters 

in exchange for political support (Stel 2013). The same author found that the Speaker of the 

Parliament has used his position to give jobs in the EDL to people from his sect (Stel 2013).  The 

way the current system is set-up, the power sharing among these families is necessary for the 

proliferation of benefits and services. One of my participants, Adel, discussed the way the 

political elite use their position to benefit themselves through different forms of corruption:   

It needs undermining it—its corruption is a way, is a technique, to re-channel the 

public goods through the political leaders to the clients. So, it is not—it is a 

systemic corruption, it’s a corruption that goes through various means and tools, 

not only by bribes: employment is corruption, the granting of public contracts 

and procurement of public contracts is corruption.  

 

The type of government in place facilitates corruption. Through long spells in power, 

political elites come together to distribute the resources. Importantly, employment corruption and 

corruption of public contracts is another way that these political elites are able to maintain their 

positions. By placing people in different positions, providing employment, or lucrative 

government contracts, government officials create a dyadic relationship, assuring votes and 

support for office. Because there is no conflict of interest law, politicians can give family a 

government contract, another form of clientelism and nepotism. Adel continues, 

Lebanon is not a democracy, we’re a systematically corrupt oligarchy so the 

system does not as state constitution. The real system is a series of leaders—and 

this is how it has become now—a series of leaders that control the religious 

communities through the political parties that use the public goods of the state to 

turn citizen to clients. So, this system is—needs corruption because it’s a tool for 

its control, it’s a tool for its existence and therefore the government has learned 

how to manage this oligarchy, corrupt oligarchy, by arrangements. So, I do this, 

and you do that, and we split the goods. So, splitting the pie has been the way the 

Lebanese system has been operating. 

 

The current system is cyclical: nepotism and clientelism create corruption, and corruption 

reinforces nepotism and clientelism. This cycle has broader impacts on citizen-politician 
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relationships. When politicians use their power and position to provide favours, it creates a 

dissonance between the institution of government and the people. This dissonance is shown by 

the fact 67% of Lebanese citizens found “most or all” individuals working in the public sector to 

be corrupt (Pring 2016). Such abuses of power include providing consistent electricity to 

companies that support them, or not charging them for electricity, while citizens have to pay 

twice over for electricity: once to the government, and once to a private company for when the 

government electricity cuts (Stel 2013). This tension between the government and citizens as an 

important issue that came up with multiple participants. As mentioned above, Lebanese political 

corruption is not limited to the acquisition of money but includes political power to grant 

contracts and favours to clients, family and friends (sometimes going as far to grant contracts to 

themselves). Therefore, decisions that are made are not always in the best interest of the 

constituents, but of those making the decisions. Sometimes, what would be best for the Lebanese 

people is not what is best for the Lebanese politician, as Charles explains: 

Why would they do something against their interest? Whatever we go to the 

streets to demand, it’s always against the interest of the people in power. If we 

demand that the garbage is taken care of in an efficient and ecological way, it’s 

against their interest. If we demand that the electricity comes 24 hours a day, it’s 

against their interest. If we demand not to have so many taxes on us because we 

cannot afford it, it’s against their interest. Their interest, not the interest of 

government, their personal interest because they are not going to do it […] there 

is a huge gap between the people who are in power and the people in the streets 

and what they feel if you ask their opinion about everyday topic, everyday issues, 

small things, anything and everything that they are doing. 

 

This example is reflective of Lebanon having “weak democratic institutions”, as a participant, 

Khalil, put it. Government is not enacting the will of the people. The corruption found in 

parliament, combined with inefficient social and health services and the inability to provide such 

services creates a weak perception of government among the people. To get these services the 

people seek aid and services outside the scope of the government. For example, a citizen may feel 

that they have to turn to their sectarian network or to an MP for help outside official means. 

Khalil, a participant, refers to the problems this causes 
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[Sectarianism] undermines the concept of government that governs all citizens 

equally where me as a citizen, I need to have a relationship where I trust the 

government to provide [for] me. Because it is a weak state, we tend to go for the 

sub-structures, which are the sectarian networks, political-economic networks, to 

provide [for] us on behalf of the government. 

 

Sectarianism is one of the means that enables this structure to persist despite the failure of 

the political system. Sectarianism is defined as a “political system structured along the lines of 

proportional confessional representation, that is, a system in which political power is apportioned 

according to sectarian metrics” (Weiss 2009:142). In Lebanon, religion is used by the political 

elite to reinforce their positions of power, since political parties tend to be related to different 

sects (e.g., Phalange party is a Christian party, while the Amal party is associated with Muslim 

Shia’a) (Faour 2007). Religion allows MPs to obfuscate political dealings by hiding behind 

religion if a deal or member’s integrity is brought into question. On the subject Nabil said:  

The reality is that the sectarian system doesn’t help. It blocks things, so whenever 

there is some kind of thug who is accused of having syphoned off money, the 

first question is “Well, is he Christian?” and if he is Christian, they say “Well, 

why haven’t you done it to the Muslims?” and vice-versa. So, you have this low-

level quality of political life, which is, frankly, boring which is sort of the evident 

way of not being true to your request as public to have more transparency. 

 

This sentiment was echoed by other participants. For example, Omar, described Lebanon as 

“living as tribes within a so-called state”. The sectarian rhetoric is often used to keep individuals 

complacent with the actions of the government. Because the state is divided among religion, 

loyalty lies primarily with an individual’s religious group. Therefore, even if a policy is not ideal, 

as long as, for example, the Christians do not have it as bad as the Muslims, Christians can put up 

with it. Charles discusses this: 

Of course, people, on a day to day basis, feel as if laws and whatever is 

happening in government and parliament, the first perspective they take is, 

unfortunately, taken from the sectarian point of view: Is this affecting my sect in 

a different way that it is affecting other sects? Because this kind of the political 

speech that is being said by politicians, how they do not get resistance from the 

population with specific laws, they try to make it as if these laws do not affect 

everybody, that they affect this party with this politician, or that party with that 

politician. They try to divide the population, divide and rule, it’s the oldest trick 

in the book. I mean, they use it all the time, it’s why the people don’t stand up 
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against them because they see the law as “not being as bad for me as it is for 

somebody else” and this somebody else is from a different sect or religion so this 

group or community are not affected so they do not move for it and when others 

move it becomes a sectarian thing “Ah you are only moving because it affects 

you as a sect or as a community” even though it is not true for most of the laws, 

it’s true for everybody, it’s the same thing for everybody. 

 

Particularly noteworthy in Charles’s discussion of sectarianism is how this system influences the 

law. Under this political division, all laws must be approved by each sect with a 2/3rd majority. 

This makes it very difficult for laws to get passed because as soon as one MP from a particular 

sect introduces a bill, the other sects will evaluate the bill according to their own sect’s standards 

and may propose an opposing bill. The back and forth keeps the government in paralysis. As a 

result of this parliament set-up, as well as the win-win system in place, new legislation is difficult 

to put into place. As Hassan notes, this is particularly true for the creation and implementation of 

anti-corruption laws that may be stricken down simply because politicians cannot continue to 

benefit in the same way. One of my participants, Sana, discusses the broader implications of the 

sectarian power-sharing model and how this model impacts corruption, law, and citizen respect of 

the rule of law (though this will be further explored in the next chapter) 

It influences the way the law—yeah cause it affects the quality of the law, 

specially when you have people looking at their own interest and not being able 

to have—think as the public, for the public interest. I think this can affect a lot of 

things, the way laws are issued, the ways laws are implemented et cetera. 

Because you—they often look into how to preserve their own party, their own, at 

the expense of the public consideration […] it affects the quality of the laws, the 

way they are implemented, because, as well, in the government, in the levels of 

government, you have the sectarian everywhere, the sectarian logic is everywhere 

since you start implementing, the writing, the issuing the law, until you 

implement it. So it depends a lot on who you are, who you belong to, even the 

way you implement it, even the way the law is applied on you as a citizen, so if 

you are within a certain group or a sectarian group, you might be more inclined 

to be sanctioned or not, depending on the other particular situation. So, of course, 

it does affect the way the people respect or no the law, abide by the law or not, 

consider themselves very outside the scope of the law, if the people 

implementing it are in a way he can have contacts with, etcetera, yes. 

 

Several themes and issues are captured by Sana’s statement, primarily the government’s 

self-interest over public interest. She also emphasizes how sectarianism is used to influence and 
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create laws that can benefit particular groups and how/if a politician is sanctioned. The use of the 

sectarian power-sharing model re-enforces the corrupt system in place. The model undermines 

the idea of a unitary Lebanese government by keeping the differences amongst groups 

pronounced. This allows MPs to create laws, and divide up resources in ways that benefit them, 

under the declaration of doing what is best for the community, or by creating fear that their 

removal from office threatens their religious group. Khalil discusses the flaws in this sort of 

system, as well as its resilience:  

So then, if we want to define why Lebanese government hasn’t been able to 

govern, so first, the government as a set-up is a sectarian power-sharing system 

which is very weak in nature, but it is very resilient in terms of changing power 

dynamics within it […] So, I think the weak institutional set-up, the power-

sharing system that makes sure that there is a power balance between the 

different sectarian representatives and this lack of ability of this institution to 

provide to citizens makes citizens relationship with government, they do not trust 

it, they trust the leader of the sect to provide them rather than the government to 

provide it. 

 

As Khalil points out, sectarianism keeps the system weak and creates a system of 

dependence on individuals rather than on government, known as particularized trust (Rothstein & 

Ulsaner 2005). Sectarianism is part of the manipulation tactics used by political elites to reinforce 

the system and maintain power. By having a government that cannot effectively govern, and 

provide, individuals are forced to seek help outside the institution. In reducing effective contact 

with the government, citizens are forced to seek help from their local religious leads or MPs that 

represent the sect. Having to seek non-governmental aid further reduces the connection to the 

state, and re-enforces the connection to the religion, maintaining this division amongst the 

population. These results are different, but not opposed, to the existing literature. Furthermore, 

sectarianism impacts the legitimacy of the state, as MPs that are voted in might not be seem as 

representative of all, but rather what they can do for a particular community/individual.   

 Sectarian rhetoric plays a large role in the corruption of the political class in Lebanon. 

Politicians use fearmongering to create a common enemy, or a threat to the community to incite 
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individuals to keep voting for them. This finding mirrors the literature on corruption in the 

Middle East. Hashemi and Postel (2017) found that officials would incite fear among their 

population by creating a threat to their religious group. In doing so, the authors found that 

politicians were able to maintain their position in office by convincing large sections of their sect 

that corruption was second to the threat faced by their religion (Hashemi & Postel 2017). The 

religious speech maintains the hegemony of the political elite, and allows them to keep on 

dividing positions, deals and money between themselves. Jamal puts it:   

Whenever, for example, a group of MPs are suggesting a draft law, you can see 

immediately a community will suggest an opposite law. So to have always this 

balance between one community and the other. So yes, this division between the 

citizens is having this effect on the policy making and the government, I said 

from the beginning, power sharing formula among the big heads of the 

community. Between the president (Maronite Christian), the prime minister 

(Sunni Muslim), and the head of the parliament (Shia’a Muslim). So, you can see 

that there is always this division and this consensus that they need to reach at all 

levels: on regulations, on laws, on appointments, public officials. So, you want to 

appoint your friend, I want to appoint my friend. So, this is the system, this is 

how they function, dividing everything among themselves. (italics added)   

 

In the last two sentences, Jamal describes how closely related clientelism is to the 

sectarian power-sharing system. As we saw earlier, clientelism is a political tool used by MPs to 

remain in power. There are two keyways this is done: through citizen interaction and through 

businesses. Citizen interaction depends on the weakness of the Lebanese state that the sectarian 

power-sharing system creates. As discussed above, the failure of the state to provide social and 

health services for citizens allows these MPs to interfere and provide for their sects and 

communities through lending money or calling in favours. The interaction between citizen and a 

singular MP creates a dyadic relationship: the citizen benefits from the politician, and, in turn, 

he/she will vote for them to keep getting those benefits. Charles gives examples of this: 

They [politicians] prefer that the public school stays weak not with proper 

education so as they fund the private money for people who are close to them or 

those who would vote for them, the vote supporters I would say, like a clan, and 

this clan vote for them because they give them the opportunity to go to a private 

school. If they need to go to the hospital, they also provide some kind of 

insurance or some kind of help, instead of getting it from the government so they 
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do alternative government, a parallel government, small, just for their own small 

popular voters for them to stay in power. 

 

This dyadic relationship becomes the norm as individuals become reliant on their sects and the 

people within their sects to have access to rights and benefits that should be provided by the state. 

It also hinders proper political proceedings as voting is done on a basis of self-interest, rather than 

what is better for Lebanon overall. This was echoed by Omar who said, “If they vote or someone, 

it’s not because they consider him to be great but because they consider him as the boss who can 

help them against the others” 

 Sectarianism is one key component that permits corruption to continue in politics, while 

transparency, or lack thereof, is the other one. Transparency was the only topic discussed by all of 

my participants (n=8). They all agreed that it is a major issue in Lebanon, and that the political 

elite do not want to see transparency improved. They stated that the lack of transparency currently 

allows parliament to get away with the granting of contracts to friends/family, or the appointment 

of people to various un-elected positions around the government and their subsidiaries. An 

increase in transparency would be the reduction in the capability of politicians to benefit from 

their political position. One of the first things a participant, Hassan, said to me was that the 

Lebanese government lacks “transparency, governance, and social responsibility.” However, 

because current systems of accountability, such as lack of law enforcement and unpunished 

criminality are very weak, transparency is hard to achieve. Nabil alludes to this problem by 

demonstrating the issues of transparency that Lebanese society has at the cultural level and the 

lack of transparency that those with the most power have:  

Well transparency is a very elastic word. We have major problem here which is 

that people don’t pay taxes properly and the law does not allow this to be 

challenged even by the government so if you’re cheating on your laws it’s very 

difficult for an inspector of finance to get to your accounts cause there is secrecy 

in the banks. So, there’s no transparency for tax collection, so what sort of 

transparency do you get in government? 
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The absence of transparency, as well as high levels of protection for the political elite perpetuates 

corruption. By having no mechanisms in place, it allows the political elites to profit, distribute 

contracts or hire individuals that better serve them. An example of this occurred just before I 

arrived in Lebanon. On May 11th, President Michel Aoun signed a decree granting citizenship to 

400 foreigners without revealing who they were, some of who were suspected of being “shady 

and ugly characters” according to Nabil. Despite intense pressure from the population, it still took 

nearly a month to reveal who the individuals were (Azar 2018). This occurred despite the recent 

Access to Information law that was implemented by the government in 2017. All participants 

talked about this law, but no one spoke of the law being used properly. In fact, with regards to 

this law Sana said:  “I’m not sure how much it is possible to put it in practice, I haven’t heard yet 

about positive echoes saying ‘oh, this law indeed is being applied and we could uncover a lot of 

finds or a lot of processes within such administration, etc.’” 

 Importantly, this level of protection and absence of transparency for the political elite 

actively hinders citizen participation in the political process. By keeping their constituents in the 

dark, political functioning is kept to a specific subgroup of people. Citizens are also actively 

discouraged from engaging because of existing policies that protect politicians. For example, 

Jamal discusses the difficulty in trying to see if a politician is earning money in a legitimate way: 

So as citizens, if you are doubting that this public official is making a fortune and 

is espousing his wealth and you want to investigate, first of all you have to pay 

around $1800 to launch the case. And if during the investigation they found that 

your accusations are false that this person is clean and is not making any 

additional money from his job as public official, you have to pay damage around 

$130 000. So, since 1999 up until today, no one dared to pose any complains or 

trying to investigate the wealth of any politician or any public official in 

Lebanon. 

 

Jamal also gives another example; The Lebanese government imposed a $400 yearly fee to access 

the official gazette, a document that states all the laws and regulation, when it used to be three 

dollars a week for a hard copy or free access online.  The undermining of the political process 

creates issues of legitimacy through further distancing of the people from their political 
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representatives. By creating all these hindrances, acts of corruption are made easier, but harder to 

prevent.    

 Direct manipulation of the political system also occurs, beyond issues in transparency 

and sectarianism. For example, the election that took place in 2018 was the first one in nearly a 

decade due to parliament postponing it three times since 2009, citing concerns of instability, (no 

author 2017). This political discourse surrounding instability were cited by participants as 

political resistance to change. The direct manipulation of the system and the population creates a 

sense of mistrust. Change and progress becomes unreachable, and corruption becomes the norm. 

Jamal says:  

People don’t trust that something gonna happen in the government to fight 

against corruption. During the electoral period, almost all the candidates had 

promises that they want to fight corruption, and that they are keen to fight 

corruption, and they submitted a program at this stage saying that they are going 

to fight corruption. But no one, yanni15, no one believes it is going to happen. 

Everyone was asking are they going to be fighting themselves when they say 

they are going to fight corruption? They are part of the government, they are the 

MPs, the ministers, all the public administration officials, I mean, related to those 

political parties and politicians. So, people do not trust that something is going to 

happen, specially that even after the Ta’if, and before the Ta’if, you have no, 

there’s no even one case where the politician was held accountable about his 

mismanagement or corruption 

 

Politicians have now become synonymous with corruption and trust in the political 

process and political representation is lost. The normalization of corruption, particularly at the 

level of government, has created dissonance between the broader population and the government. 

Participants believed that the political process is felt to be non-existent because parliamentary 

decisions seem to go against the wishes of the broader population. Jamal succulently stated when 

he said, “I have doubts. I have doubts. If you want—if you living in Lebanon and you follow the 

political system, how it functions, you can’t help feel that you will always have doubts”.  These 

doubts about the system were clearly revealed during the 2018 election campaign. Two of my 

                                                      

15 Arabic word that is similar to saying “like” in English. 
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participants that ran for a seat in parliament expressed difficulties in getting the people to trust 

them during campaigning. Khalil noted that while people were excited about the possibility about 

for change, he was too much of a newcomer to the political scene for them to put any faith in him. 

Hassan, on the other hand, said that the trust was so low, that any discussion of social change was 

met with disbelief:  

We were talking about social points, social files, like for example taxes which is 

very delicate and sensible subject usually with the citizens and population. In 

Lebanon, it had no impact on everyone. We talked about garbage, about how you 

can manage garbage in the streets, nobody was even also giving any importance 

to the file. On the contrary, they were attacking us and saying we were doing 

things just to be popular.  

 

The fact that one candidate was met with excitement while the other was not could be due to the 

fact that Khalil was running as part of a larger coalition hoping to make a change, while Hassan 

belongs to a long-established party. Either way, both candidates were met with distrust.  

 This lends itself to a broader problem that is affecting the socio-cultural landscape of 

Lebanon: citizen apathy. Multiple participants expressed that this lack of voter turnout reflects 

how they feel about the political system. Participants indicated that the constant corruption and 

stagnation of the system leaves no hope for the population that there will ever be change, so why 

bother voting? Interestingly, participants did also address the fact that if there could be greater 

voter turnout, then there would be less corruption and more transparency. Charles believed that 

this would make it harder for corrupt politicians to buy votes or rig votes, while Hassan believed 

it would make for a more legitimate government that would benefit the broader population. 

Herein lies the contradiction in Lebanon: in order for change to occur there needs to be political 

mobilisation, but helpful political mobilisation is lacking because there is little belief that change 

is possible. 

Political corruption is a pervasive problem in Lebanon. Politicians are using the power 

entrusted to them to personally gain, while doing very little for their constituents. Through the 

manipulation of government and citizens, politicians are able to keep the institution of 
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government weak, preventing meaningful change from occurring and reinforcing the corrupt 

nature of Lebanese politics. The impact this level of corruption has on citizens is that citizens 

view the government as illegitimate. Moreover, because corruption is cyclical, citizens start to 

become apathetic to it and further isolated from the political process. The next chapter will 

discuss how political corruption affects the rule of law.  
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Chapter 5 

Corruption and the Legal System 

This chapter analyses how the legal system is affected by political corruption. 

Specifically, this chapter addresses the political manipulation of laws, the weakness of the legal 

system through a discussion of enforcement and accountability, the lack of separation between 

the judicial and executive branch, and, finally, the institution of policing. Throughout the chapter, 

I discuss how these aspects influence citizen reaction to the rule of law will be discussed. Overall, 

this chapter aims to demonstrate how corruption systematically undermines the rule of law, 

rendering the legal system weak and inefficient.  

The Lebanese legal code is based heavily based on the French civil law, with influences 

from Canon law, Islamic law and Ottoman law (El Samad 2008; Mattar Law Firm nd; Salamey 

2014; Wickersham & Nsouli 1972). Though in recent years the creation of legislation has been 

heavily conducted by the Council of Ministers in the executive branch, the approval of the laws 

must be handled by the legislative branch, specifically the Chamber of Representatives who must 

approve it with a two-thirds majority (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). The Chamber of 

Representatives can also support, sponsor, and create legislation (Rondot 1966; Salamey 2014). 

The judicial branch consists of various courts. All the judges are appointed by a council of ten 

judges known as the Supreme Judicial Council, though all of their decisions must be approved by 

the executive branch, specifically the Ministry of Justice and the President of the Republic 

(Salamey 2014).  

Uneven application of the rule of law is one of the prominent ways that political 

corruption undermines the law. Primarily, actors in the executive and legal branch who do not 

adhere to the legal code and constitution, or selectively choosing when to apply the law. Political 

discretion in the application of laws is linked to corrupt practices discussed in the previous 



 

67 

 

chapter specifically clientelist benefits and maintenance of power. As mentioned, part of the 

clientelist relationship is being able to use political influence to provide benefits/favours in return 

for financial or political gain. For this to occur, the law must be put aside for political actors to do 

what they want. For example, 55% of Electricité du Liban (EDL) bills related to businesses go 

uncollected, while another 45% of electricity generated for businesses are not billed (Stel 2013). 

Adel illustrates the impact of clientelist political behaviour and what it does to the law: 

So, we’re looking at a very complex web of corrupt practices that are managed 

and controlled by the leaders and their parties in what Lebanese call “mohasesa” 

which is clientilistic, oligarchic type of government which is the government in 

place. This has always been in parallel to the formal political subject and 

sometimes they meet, sometimes they differ. This is where law becomes relative. 

 

Political discretion on the abidance of law is also used as a means to maintain power. As 

mentioned in the previous chapter, the parliament self-extended their term three times over the 

span of a decade. Though reasons of instability were cited by members of parliament, their 

decision to self-extend was a direct violation of the constitution, as explained by Charles:  

They [citizens] know the people in power are law breakers, they are breaking the 

law almost on a daily basis. Not only the law, the constitution. They are breaking 

the constitution, which is supposed to be above any law, and unbreakable unless 

changed. They are actually breaking the constitution and they do it bluntly. A lot 

of examples are there, some are related to how they handle elections for example, 

the fact that they self-extended for themselves three times. What does it say for 

the constitution? It says that every four years there should be an election. You 

cannot self-extend. It’s totally unlawful. No country in the world would consider 

itself democratic and lawful and self-extend at the same time. It’s un-logical.  

 

Issues with clientelism and power maintenance are indicative of secondary corruption in 

Lebanon. Secondary corruption emerges when the political system facilitates corruption, 

rendering legal consequences obsolete (Werlin 1994). The current system allows for the 

manipulation of the law without any penalties to the actors involved. This weakens the rule of 

law, particularly when the same political actors are the ones with the power to create and amend 

law and legislation. There are two consequences to their legislative control. The first is that it 

weakens the law in the eyes of the people when politicians do not follow the laws the same 
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politicians established. The second is that it allows legislative actors to create and maintain a 

system that facilitates corruption. For example, in the previous chapter, Jamal discussed how a 

citizen must pay $1,800 to launch a case against a politician that they suspect is making money 

illegally. This fee can go up to $130,000 in damages costs if the defendant is found not guilty. 

According to Jamal, this stems from the Illicit Wealth Law that was established in 1999. While 

the ability to challenge politicians theoretically promotes transparency, a lot of citizens cannot 

afford the high costs of launching an investigation. This law is an example of the way politicians 

manipulate the legal system to protect themselves, undermining the integrity of the law.  

 Politicians can also choose to withhold the creation of laws if it is in their interest to do 

so. This technique is another way politicians are able to manipulate the legal system. In 

interviews, an issue came up that exemplifies the withholding of laws is the absence of a conflict 

of interest law. This is tied to the problems surrounding nepotism and clientelism, particularly 

when it comes to government contracts. Government officials, or their family members can apply 

for a government contract. The creation of a law that would put boundaries on who can apply has 

the potential to hurt a lot of MPs. Therefore, it is in the interest of the majority of MPs to not 

sponsor, create or support a law that would mitigate who can or cannot apply for contracts. 

Currently, the system enables profiting which reinforces the corrupt system, as Charles discusses:  

At the same time, they are, of course, making a lot of money from corruption. 

This is on the side. How do they make money from corruption? It’s because there 

is no conflict of interest law in Lebanon. So, politicians, actually, can be the 

contractor at the same time. So, he is giving out contracts, as a minister and at the 

same time, he could be the same one getting the contract. There is no law that 

prevents that in Lebanon today. Of course, this is something that as a reform that 

should be the first—that you cannot at the same time be in government and 

applying to the job that the government wants to do because most likely the 

project will go to your company and you will get kick offs and mark ups and 

people’s money. (emphasis from Charles) 

  

An example of this comes from the Garbage Crisis that started in 2015 when the main landfill 

reached capacity. Discussion in who to award the new contract to was marred by talks of 

secretive deals between politicians and potential contractors (Yahya 2015). The only thing 
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preventing a deal from going through were other Ministers of Parliament (MPs) with their own 

agenda, and the fact that politicians were looking to personally gain over a national issue. The 

creation of adequate laws for a functioning society is disregarded if the law can prevent 

corruption from occurring. This is reinforced by Hassan who discusses difficulty in creating a law 

because “sometimes a law may stop way of doing things, so they are not inclined to have this 

law.” 

The lack of enforcement and accountability in the Lebanese legal apparatus allows 

politicians to continue manipulating the laws. While there is some overlap between enforcement 

and accountability, enforcement here is conceptualized as legal actors (such as the police, 

prosecution or judges) applying the law when it is broken. Accountability, on the other hand, is 

conceptualized as actors who have broken the law and are being held responsible for doing so. 

Lack of enforcement is widespread in Lebanese society. At the level of government, there is no 

effective legal body that is enforcing the laws and preventing corruption or the reduction of it. 

This can be seen through the Access to Information law discussed in the previous chapter. Two of 

my participants brought it up as a way to demonstrate that even though the law exists, there is no 

institution making sure that it is being adhered to. For example, Charles says: 

If you want transparency, today there is a law that was passed. I think it was 

passed because of international pressure, but we have it and it’s called “Access to 

information law.” You try to apply this law and go and say to Minister, “Please 

give us the budgets or give us the names of people, or whatever, give us access to 

information.” At the very (sic) big percentage they say no, they are not going to 

give you and you are like *chuckles* okay how can I apply this law if 90% of the 

institutions don’t actually perform it and do it?  

 

Jamal reiterates the same thought, but succinctly added “what happened since 2017 is that 

nothing happened” (when Access to Information was implemented). Interestingly, the access to 

information law is a good demonstration of the multiple ways one aspect of corruption can affect 

many institutions at the same time. Access to Information was implemented to promote 

transparency, however its failure to do so demonstrates the issues in legal system such as 
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enforcement. Corruption is cyclical: it weakens and undermines the legal system so that 

enforcement and accountability are lacking which then enables corruption. This is in line with 

previous research that demonstrated a strong negative correlation between rule of law and 

corruption (Ramesh & Vinayagathasan 2017; North et al. 2013). Sana elaborates on this saying,  

When you don’t think of ways to enforce laws, because the main ways of 

enforcing laws is to implement sanctions. So, whenever you do don’t have time 

to enforce laws, and you think more about your own interest, or how your 

interests are preserved or involved in the region, or even here in Lebanon. 

Including the fact that you have the corruption in the country which is not—does 

not help enforcing.  

 

Sana highlights the issue with the legislative body: they are not interested in enforcement 

or sanctions. Strengthening the legal system means reducing the possibility of benefitting from 

the political position one is in because actions will have consequences. Subsequently, this impacts 

the way citizens regard the legal system and laws. A good example of this is the lack of abidance 

to traffic law. Road safety in Lebanon is notoriously bad due to “careless, over-aggressive and 

inattentive” drivers due to mobile usage (Choueiri, Choueiri, & Choueiri 2010:3). While I was 

there, I saw motorcyclists driving down the wrong side of the road, cars filled beyond capacity 

and no abidance to the division of lanes. Nabil highlights how lack of law enforcement at the 

highest levels and disenchantment with corruption leads to the public’s disregard of laws:  

The way that these young people on motorcycle behave, I mean who’s going to 

stop them? You can’t. You can shout at one and say, “You’re going in the wrong 

direction” or “on the pavement which is for pedestrians.” So, you know, if they 

are polite, which is not always the case, they say “Sorry” and probably continue 

on the pavement. Or they can curse you and say, “You found nobody else to 

criticize in this republic but me?” (Italics added).  

 

Nabil’s quote touches on the lack of street-level enforcement and abidance to the law in Lebanese 

society. The last sentence demonstrates the population’s lack of abidance to the law reflects the 

tensions between the people and the government. This tension can be seen in the issue of tax-

avoidance. As Sana discusses below, feeling that you will not get into any trouble may encourage 

breaking the law, but certain acts can be seen as small forms of protest or rebellion by the people:  
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So when you feel that you are not going to be sanctioned, why—not why, of 

course you have some people who do it anyways cause it’s contrary to the law—

but if people do not [abide by the law] it is because there is no effective sanction, 

let’s say. Even, I would think of enforcement, it’s actually simple examples, for 

example in terms of taxes, you have a very, let’s say weak, which is now getting 

better in a way, but the government is very weak in this regard. A lot of people 

do not have this culture of really being very—abiding very much in the tax laws 

and paying as well. But you may say that they might be right because of the 

corruption, not only are you not sanctioned, but as well if you pay your taxes you 

don’t have services arising, the services that come with it. As well as the 

corruption and lack of enforcement, which means that it is a circle in a way.  

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, government social and health services are lacking, forcing 

many individuals to seek help and guidance outside the government. These are the services that 

the taxes should be paying for, and if they are not receiving the services why should they have to 

pay? Who is enforcing the rights of the people? 

 Lack of enforcement is heavily linked to a weak judicial system. A prominent issue that 

came up across multiple participants was the lack of separation between the judiciary and 

executive branch. According to Salamey (2014), there are two main reasons as to why judicial 

independence in Lebanon is lacking. The first is the “limited appointment authority of the 

Supreme Judicial Council whose decisions are, under some circumstances, subject to the approval 

of the Ministry of Justice16” resulting in negotiations over the appointment of judges, with the 

final decision going to the executive branch, the Council of Ministers (Salamey 2014:165). 

Furthermore, the Council of Ministers has the power of appointment for “key judicial positions, 

such as the first president of the Court of Cessation, the president of the Council of State, and the 

state prosecutor” (ibid:165). Jamal describes how the lack of separation between the two branches 

undermines the legal and judiciary system:  

It is undermining when the judges are appointed by the Council of Ministers and 

according to the constitution the judicial system is independent authority like the 

executive and the parliament. So, the judges should be independent, they should 

have their financial independence, they should be allowed to nominate the higher 

council for judges. But now, if I’m not mistaken,17 eight out of ten are being 

                                                      

16 A subsidiary of the Council of Ministers. 
17 He was not mistaken, according to Salamey (2014).  
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appointed by the Council of Ministers. Eight of the highest judges are being 

appointed by the government, so definitely you will be connected to the one 

responsible of your nomination and helped you to have this position. So, it’s 

definitely undermining the judicial system and it should be independent on 

administrative and financial level,18 definitely.  

 

The connection the judicial branch has to the executive branch leads to the second factor which is 

“political interference in judicial decision making, particularly in the area of criminal law”  

mostly due to the heavy political connection to job appointments that make the judges beholden 

to the politician who backed them, as Jamal stated above (Salamey 2014: 165). Moreover, 

because the executive branch has a say in where judges work and in what position, the threat of 

being transferred to a remote place in Lebanon is used as a means to manipulate judges to rule in 

the direction the political actor wishes for it to go. As a result, those in the executive branch 

heavily influence legal outcomes. Omar refers to two judges he knows that were not able to judge 

fairly because of this, saying:  

Imagine that both of them are unable to do anything because of political 

influence and direct intervention for the nomination and for any case a judge is 

studying. A judge is studying a case and they get a phone call ‘I want it to go this 

way” and it goes this way. No way. No way. Or else you would never be 

nominated where you have been nominated or you will be thrown somewhere [in 

a far region in Lebanon].  

 

While influencing court proceedings and strategically appointing judges to particular 

positions is corrupt, it also keeps the judiciary system weak and ineffective, further demonstrating 

the cyclical nature of corruption, as well as how it undermines the legal system. The way the 

current legal system is set up does not allow legal institutions to effectively hold corrupt political 

elites accountable because it is at the mercy of those very same politicians. Charles describes this 

cycle and the reduction of accountability as a result:  

Who should stop them [corrupt politicians]? The legal system, it should be in the 

legal ways but because the judiciary is actually not independent from them, there 

is no point. Even if you go and protest this and vote, the problem is most of the 

judges’ fear politicians because they can affect where they work, they can 

                                                      

18 As it stands, the judiciary is not financially independent and is controlled by the Ministry of Justice 

(Salamey 2014).  
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transfer them from one place to another. They are working today, they cannot fire 

them, maybe they can but I mean it’s much harder. But what is easy is that they 

can transfer them so they are today working in Beirut, close to their home, they 

can tell them “Okay, next month you will be working in Hermel or in the South 

or in the North” I don’t know, somewhere very far, they don’t want that. First, 

they get cut-off from their family and second, they get cut-off from the case, the 

case they are supposed to be following up that is against the politician, so let’s 

say that judiciary is not independent and that makes problems because there is no 

accountability. 

 

The weakness of the judicial branch also affects the way the broader population responds 

to the legal system. One aspect to consider when discussing citizen interaction with the legal 

system, in particular the judiciary is the weakness of the judiciary. The weakness of the judiciary 

branch undermines its power and effectiveness in the eyes of the people. The weakness of the 

judicial system reduces the belief in the measures of accountability. Citizens may assume that 

even if they break a law, they will not be held accountable. A good example comes from Sana’s 

discussion of sanctioning and taxation, where she demonstrates how the ineffectiveness of the 

judiciary affects citizen behaviour:  

It’s not only in taxes, it’s in a lot of other fields because it’s linked to the 

judiciary. In order to enforce the law, it’s a hassle in Lebanon, it costs too much 

money, it takes too much time so even the people who have committed crime or 

who have breached the law in a way know that in a big number of cases, they 

will not really be sued efficiently or let’s say…yeah exactly they don’t feel the 

threat because of an inefficient judiciary as well. This is one of the reasons. 

 

Another aspect that influences judicial and citizen interaction is the intertwining of the judicial 

and executive branch, which undermines the trust citizens have in the judicial system. Because 

the judicial rulings have the potential to be influenced by politicians, it may also deter citizens 

from seeking out legal services, particularly if it has to go to court. Because connections to the 

executive can play a huge role in outcomes, it could easily backfire or cost the plaintiff more than 

they would get if the defendant is connected. Sana explains how corruption and lack of separation 

between the judicial and executive can negatively impact people: 

Corruption plays a role in terms of people believe less in the judiciary, so 

therefore in the enforcement because of the deficient way they work. But one of 

the main reasons they mention is that if you don’t have enough connection in the 
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executive and the political and the government, then this can affect the results 

that you can have with a claim in the judiciary. So, a lot of people end up not 

suing these people or suing them but stopping at a certain point because they lose 

because of these connections between both. 

 

Citizens lose trust in the judiciary because they cannot expect to be treated in a fair or objective 

manner, especially if they do not have a contact in the government. As a result, individuals may 

have to start pursuing informal systems of problem solving because they cannot rely on the legal 

system to help them. As two of my participants pointed out, individuals will have to go through 

“non-state solutions,” as Khalil put it, to get their interests and rights protected.  

Importantly, the seven participants out of eight who discussed the problems in the lack of 

judicial and executive separation, six discussed how independence of these two institutions is 

vitally important to combatting corruption in Lebanon. As Adel puts it: 

[Separating the branches] is one of the most critical pieces of reform in Lebanon, 

yes. Especially for the rule of law. The most important idea that comes to mind is 

having an effective and independent judiciary […] the entry point is reinforcing 

the judiciary. That’s the tool, that’s the institution that brings to life the law. 

 

The result of weak enforcement and a weak judiciary means that that there is no 

accountability for individuals who break the law. This has consequences for the rule of law across 

Lebanese society, as politicians can continue with corrupt behaviour and are not held responsible 

rendering the legal apparatus ineffective. This, consequently, has further implications for the way 

the population views the legal code. The law is no longer taken seriously, and its coercive aspect 

is lost.19 Nabil discusses the implications of the lack of accountability at the highest levels:  

Well in Lebanon, the set back is obvious, and it starts at the helm of unpunished 

criminality. So, we still haven’t seen those people who have killed our Prime 

Minister and a host of Lebanese political figures, very prominent figures, [such 

as] Samir Assir, Jebran Twyaini and a lot of innocent civilians in the road and the 

                                                      

19 When talking about crimes committed by non-political citizens, participants noted that they were 

referring to civil crimes related to fraud such as not paying taxes, or getting a permit illegally or traffic 

crimes such as reckless driving or driving on the wrong side of the road. It did not encompass Personal 

Crimes which can be defined as: “Crimes against the person involve the use or threatened use of violence 

against a person, including homicide, attempted murder, assault, sexual assault and robbery. Robbery is 

considered a crime against the person because unlike other theft offences it involves the use, or threat of, 

violence.”  (Statistics Canada 2015).  
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fact that these acts have no been punished, and there are crimes of international 

nature as witnessed by the emergence of the special tribunal. This, of course, had 

ripple effects on society. It meant that crime went unpunished despite the best 

efforts, despite the revolution. So I think it’s gone down, there’s a sense in 

Lebanon that the rule of law is not respected. But the elements of it are clear even 

though they are not articulated as such in the country. It’s in the fact that you can 

commit a crime at a very large scale that remains unpunished. You can bear 

arms, do wars in the region20 without any accountability, and then everything else 

follows. 

 

The last few words of Nabil’s statement are noteworthy. He describes how lack of 

accountability affects all of Lebanese society. Because politicians are not being held accountable 

for their crimes, it creates an atmosphere of distrust surrounding the legal system. Politicians not 

being held accountable furthers the already tenuous relationship between politicians and their 

constituents.  

Notably, out of the six participants who talked about lack of accountability in Lebanon, 

five of them mentioned that the lack of action at the top creates a sense of apathy to the legal 

system in the broader population. A sense of injustice emerges particularly when citizens have to 

abide by the same laws that politicians disregard. Some referred to the lack of social 

accountability such as not providing adequate electricity, transportation, etc. which creates a 

sense of impunity with Jamal saying “So this is the problem where citizens are not respecting the 

laws, or not implementing the laws, and are going to say ‘Why [do] I have to be a good citizen 

when the government is not respecting me or providing me with any first aid services’”. Others 

referred to the whole population as being corrupted because of low-level crimes such as driving 

through a red light, motorcycles being used improperly or asking a contact, known as a wasta21 

for an expedited permit. In both instances, lack of accountability fosters a lack of compliance 

across the population. A good example that combined the issues of lack of enforcement and lack 

of accountability comes from the law banning smoking indoors, which according to Jamal passed 

                                                      

20 He is referring to  Hizballah  
21 Wasta is a term used to describe someone who can give you a favour. 
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in 2014. According to Charles and Jamal, people still smoke inside despite the law being in 

effect. Charles describes how on television one can see MPs smoking in the corridors of 

parliament despite being the ones to pass this law. Smoking indoors then trickles down to the 

population, as Jamal describes being able to sit down in a “smoking” or “non-smoking” areas in 

restaurants. This situation is a good example of the issues facing the Lebanese legal system. 

There is no accountability for politicians, enforcement of the smoking ban is nonexistent, and 

citizens then do not comply with the law, despite it being established as part of the legal system. 

While smoking can be viewed as a rather minor issue that Lebanon faces, it reflects the broader 

socio-political situation which affects the legal institution.  

In the highest offices, corrupt practices are occurring and there is still yet to be 

punishment. This, according to Nabil, fosters a “culture of impunity which doesn’t help the rule 

of law and this general feeling in the country, the feeling of wide scale corruption because of this, 

without obvious remedies.”  Interestingly, and I think, importantly, Sana points out that being 

surrounded by a culture of corruption makes it hard to maintain and survive without having to 

succumb to some of those pressures: 

Of course, I think it’s very normal, even in—look at it at family level. If a son 

looks at his father doing things, I mean you would have the example so in a way 

they are an example. In a similar avenue, you can be affected by your parents, 

your family, your brother and sisters, your friends, these are people we see all the 

time. We have their news, you know, all over, so yes of course, of course. It’s 

very easy, in my opinion, to contaminate, do we say that? In general, in all bad 

aspects of how we are and how we can be, it’s most difficult to preserve and 

maintain your values in an environment where they are being lost, in general.  

 

Issues of corruption and the ineffectiveness of the legal system to combat corruption and 

hold politicians responsible also lead to an undermining in the legitimacy of the legal institutions. 

Issues of legitimacy were primarily discussed in reference to policing. Police in Lebanon are also 

corrupt. According to participants, police use their position on the force to extort money from 

civilians or demand a charge for their services. For example, one of my participants told the story 

of a family friend who was the victim of breaking and entering, and robbery. The police refused 
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to come to the house unless she agreed to pay them $1,000, otherwise it was deemed to not be 

worth their time. While anecdotal, multiple participants did say that it was normal to demand a 

bribe in exchange for not giving the person being stopped a ticket. The police in Lebanon are 

representative of the principal-agent relationship discussed by Goweder (2018). The Lebanese 

police are using the power of their position to illegally benefit. Because of this, citizens may 

doubt that they are being stopped for a legitimate reason or may believe that they can pay off the 

officer even if they get caught. Either way, the role of the police is no longer that of the enforcer 

of laws. On this topic, Charles says:  

The police affect the legitimacy of the police, how they deal with you. I mean, 

because of police corruption, this is something else because, for example, the fact 

that someone will come in and give you a ticket, but then you feel like if you give 

them a certain amount of money they might not give you a ticket. That’s 

corruption of the police officer, he is corrupt and that’s why people think they 

can always get away with it because the people applying the laws like these 

policemen, most of them are actually appointed by the same politicians. 

 

While the issue of police appointment was only discussed by Charles, and potentially something 

for future research, the issue of political corruption did factor heavily into the discussion of police 

corruption. Five participants stated that corruption in the police stems from corruption at the 

higher levels of government, particularly by the unpunished criminality. According to 

participants, policer officers are seen as an extension of the political and legal systems, as 

workers for a corrupt state. This means that the lack of trust for government spreads down to the 

police. What particularly hurts policing is the fact that politicians can intervene and get a judge to 

cancel a fine or to rule in a particular way. These actions undermine the police and reduces level 

of trust in the system. On this topic Hassan says: 

Of course, it’s [policing] completely undermined. The legitimacy of the police is 

coming from the legitimacy and accountability of the government and the 

political size, political scene actually in place. When you don’t trust those people, 

you will not trust the government, and you will not trust the police. Which is the 

case, the police is not respected, this is one, and corruption is also spread inside 

the police also. 
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The police represent a legal system that is broken and influenced by the government. This 

impacts the trust and weigh citizens give to this institution, as its legitimacy is consistently 

undermined.  

 Systematic corruption in Lebanon heavily influences the capacity of the legal system. 

Particularly, through heavy executive and legislative manipulation and control of the laws and 

judicial system, it renders these institutions incapable of performing their roles in society. This 

has two important effects: the first is that it allows corruption on the political level to continue 

with no one being held accountable. The second is that it greatly undermines the rule of law in the 

eyes of the citizens. The result is a population with a belligerent attitude towards the law, while 

also not being able to trust it to keep their interests safe.  

 The following chapter will be the concluding chapter, focused on a discussion of the 

study’s main results. 

  



 

79 

 

Chapter 6 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Through interviewing political elites and other high-ranking individuals related to law 

and governance, my research looked at the extent of political corruption in Lebanese society, and 

how it affects the legal system, as well as the broader population. The following chapter aims to 

provide a brief discussion of my research while summarizing chapters four and five. I will then 

discuss how my research contributes to the literature on Lebanon, as well as corruption literature 

more broadly. I will follow-up with a discussion of the limitations of my project and a brief 

discussion of avenues for future research before concluding.  

6.1 Connecting the Political, Legal and Social: A Discussion of the Results 

The first analysis chapter (chapter four) looked at the pervasiveness of corruption in 

Lebanese politics as well as how this affects the broader Lebanese population. There were six 

themes addressed in this chapter: political self-interest, nepotism, sectarianism, transparency, and 

distrust in government. The second analysis chapter examined how political corruption affects the 

legal system in Lebanon. The second analysis (chapter five) also explored how corruption 

undermines the rule of law, and how this affects non-political citizen interaction and perception 

with legal structures. There were six themes addressed in the interviews: uneven application of 

the law, manipulation of the law, enforcement, lack of separation between judicial and executive 

branches, accountability, and legitimacy. Both chapters addressed how citizens are impacted by 

corruption and how it affects the socio-cultural landscape of Lebanon. Below, I connect the 

themes across the chapters and explain how they are related to one another and discuss what this 

means for Lebanese society. 

The theme of political self-interest addressed how the political elite in Lebanon focus on 

preserving their interests and power. Specifically, this discussion addressed how governmental 
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actors work together to create a beneficial system for all involved. Through the elimination of 

political opposition, politicians are able to create a closed-off system preventing change from 

occurring. Politicians work as a unitary, centralized power allowing for the continuous 

manipulation of government, keeping it weak and inefficient. Interestingly, what is happening in 

Lebanon is similar to what is happening in other Middle Eastern and North African regions 

(MENA). Previous literature on corruption in the MENA region indicate that elites will mobilize 

in an effort to suppress any threats to their power (Hashemi & Postel 2017). One of the ways this 

is done is through the localization of power and hindering democratic processes (Hashemi & 

Postel 2017). This situation is apparent in Lebanon particularly by how parliament has been able 

to eliminate opposition, centralizing power. This power is exemplified by the self-extension of 

parliament three times over the course of nearly a decade (2009-2018).   

 A consequence of political self-interest is the neglect of other institutions, particularly the 

economic and legal structures of society. Though briefly mentioned and worth exploring, 

maintaining power takes precedent over improving the economy. Interestingly, political self-

interest is linked to another theme in the legal chapter: enforcement. The participants indicated 

that improvement in enforcement is not a priority of government. An improvement in 

enforcement reduces the capability that politicians can benefit from their positions because the 

law is being enforced. As it stands, enforcement in Lebanon is weak. No legal body holds 

politicians accountable for their actions. Though the lack of enforcement is briefly touched on in 

the literature surrounding (MENA), this literature does not discuss how lack of enforcement 

affects corruption and allows it to flourish, something that is addressed in my research. The 

results also indicate that lack of enforcement with political elites trickles down to the population 

leading citizens to disobey laws. An important social phenomenon that is seen in Lebanon is high 

levels of tax evasion and violation of traffic law, though these two crimes could speak to very 

different issues in society. In line with what Sana spoke about (quoted in chapter 5, pp.88), it is 
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very possible that lack of enforcement leads to more violation of the laws, such as traffic 

violations. But, as she continues, perhaps citizens are justified in their refusal to pay for taxes 

when they do not receive the benefits from taxes. Previous research also demonstrates a positive 

correlation between corruption and tax evasion (Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005); however, citizen 

perspective is definitely an avenue for future research, particularly tax evasion as a form of 

rebellion. The other reason that enforcement is lacking on the level of the population is that the 

police are seen as an illegitimate source of law. My research indicated that police in Lebanon 

have a reputation for stopping citizens and demanding bribes in exchange for getting out of a 

ticket. This is a very good example of the principal-agent relationship because the police are 

abusing the power given to them by the legal institution to personally gain (Gowder 2014). What 

the legal literature does not address is how this impacts the socio-cultural landscape. According to 

participants, this undermines the rule of law because even if citizens are stopped for legitimate 

reasons, citizens might 1) offer a bribe or 2) anticipate that they are being stopped for corrupt 

reasons. 

 Enforcing the law against corrupt politicians is difficult in Lebanon. It is the legal system 

that is supposed to hold politicians accountable for their actions, specifically the judiciary. The 

interviews demonstrated a lack of separation between the judicial and executive branch making it 

very difficult for judges and investigators to do their jobs because of the influence that the 

political has on the judicial. The executive branch has the majority of control over appointments 

and transfers. Executive control makes it difficult for the judiciary to effectively pursue 

politicians suspected of corrupt behaviours because judges and investigators may feel indebted to 

a politician. Moreover, because of the power to appoint and transfer judges, the executive branch 

can use the threat of transfers to remote regions to get judges to vote in a particular way. The 

result of weak enforcement and a weak judiciary means that there is very little accountability for 

breaking the law in Lebanese society, both for politicians and citizens. With heavy political 
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influence over the legal system, the rule of law is rendered ineffective, lacking legitimacy. 

Corruption and the ineffectiveness of the law is cyclical: the judicial is unable to enforce the law 

so politicians are able to keep acting corrupt. According to my data, this cycle influences citizens’ 

perspective of the law and creates a culture of impunity. Compliance with law is weakened at all 

levels of society. Importantly, a distinction must be made between the types of crime committed 

by non-political citizens: personal and violent crime is very low, it is civil laws associated with 

taxes, permits and businesses that are broken. The results found in my research concerning the 

lack of accountability aligns with the broader literature on Lebanon. For example, Haddad (2014) 

found that lack of accountability promotes corrupt behaviour, allowing it to cultivate across 

different public sectors, as is demonstrated by policing.  

 One important reason given by all participants as to why corruption is so severe in 

Lebanon had to do with transparency, or lack thereof. Lack of accountability results in no systems 

that force politicians to be transparent in contracts, deals, and appointments. With regards to the 

legislative branch, while the Chamber of Representatives have their assemblies publicized, the 

two-thirds division for bills and legislation to pass can easily stall things—for example, deciding 

on who gets government contracts can be delayed, particularly if politicians are able to strike 

side-deals with companies to get a percentage of the money. As discussed in the analysis, this 

issue was prominent in finding a new company to deal with the garbage in Lebanon, as well as a 

dump site for the garbage (Yahya 2015).  However, the executive branch is even less transparent 

because the meetings between the Council of Ministers and President takes place behind closed 

doors. This allows for more direct discussions and issues related to religion to arise whereas the 

legislative branch has to be more civil since the public has more access (Salamey 2014). Lack of 

transparency also isolates citizens from the political process because political actions are 

inaccessible. Participants discussed this in reference to a recent Presidential mandate that granted 

citizenship to 400 individuals, none of who were made available to the population. This lack of 
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transparency is also a clear example of lack of accountability and enforcement. These citizenships 

were granted despite the existence of the Access to Information law, but there was no 

enforcement and the President was not held accountable for not releasing the names of the new 

citizens. It took a month of citizen outrage and pressure before the President relented and released 

the names. Previous corruption literature indicated that increasing policies will increase 

transparency and increase government honesty (Cole 2015; Rose-Ackerman 1996). Despite 

Lebanon implementing the Access to Information law in 2017, transparency did not increase 

which is contrary to what the literature says about these types of laws. The reason this law is not 

as effective in Lebanon could be because of the higher levels of corruption. Because corruption is 

a systematic issue, it is possible that these types of laws will have only minimal affect. Moreover, 

because the legal system is weak and enforcement is lacking, politicians are not being held 

accountable for not abiding by this law. 

 All of my participants agreed that lack of transparency is something that the political elite 

would like to maintain because it allows them to get away with corruption. One form of 

corruption that lack of transparency allows is clientelism. Clientelism was discussed as a way for 

politicians to have access to state resources and re-channel them so that they can provide favours 

for businesses or individuals. Using political resources can come in the form of providing 

electricity consistently to businesses or not charging them for electricity (Stel 2013).  Use of 

resources can also take the form of expediating permits without going through all of the official 

checks and balances. Favouring businesses and the creation of projects allows the politician to 

gain political support in return, or to get a portion of the money that a business will make. This 

kind of corruption is another example of the principal-agent relationship because the politicians 

are using the powers given to them by the state to benefit personally (Gowder 2014). 

Clientelism is a tool used to undermine the state and government as a unitary institution. 

According to my research, because the government is not efficient in providing health and social 
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services, citizens often have to seek extra-governmental resources to have access to services such 

schooling. Citizens will likely seek the help of their Minister of Parliament who will provide 

resources and favours to individuals. The result of these actions is a society that learns to trust a 

particular group of people and individuals, not the state for access to services. Because this occurs 

across Lebanon, this type of clientelism fragments the state. Both types of clientelism has the 

potential to cause tension with citizens. Political actors may favour businesses and projects that 

are not supported by citizens. Clientelism also undermines political legitimacy. Voting for a 

politician may be done because of the benefits an official can provide particular individuals, 

rather than electing an official that can benefit Lebanese society. Previous research indicates that 

clientelism is conducive to particularized trust in countries with high levels of corruption because 

citizens do not trust the government, and their capability to provide and evenly distribute 

resources (Jha & Panda 2017; Morris 2011; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005; Stevens 2016). This leads 

to the broader population trusting only their in-group to get access to resources (Jha & Panda 

2017; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). My data mirror what these researchers found with regards to 

clientelism. Because the structure of government is weak and corruption is high, citizens have 

very limited access to resources through the state. Corruption also allows politicians to distribute 

resources unevenly, as was seen through access to electricity. Participants indicated that this 

causes citizens to turn to their Ministers of Parliament (MPs) for favours. This reinforces 

clientelism and, in turn, particularized trust because citizens learn to rely on MPs as opposed to 

the state.  

Clientelism is related to political self-interest because it allows politicians to use their 

position to maintain power, profit, or both. In order for this to work effectively the legal system 

needs to be weak so that politicians can manipulate it. The current Lebanese structure allows for 

secondary corruption to occur. Secondary corruption occurs when the legal system is which 

allows for political actors to act without having to worry about the consequences of corruption 
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(Werlin 1994). Systems of accountability and measurement are severely lacking. As a result, 

consistent application and adherence to the rule of law is non-existent in Lebanon. Because 

application of the law is weak, politicians are able to engage in corrupt behaviours to meet their 

clientelist needs. This last sentence mirrors the literature that finds that politicians who are able to 

continuously engage in corruption is indicative of a weak legal and judicial system (Hodgkinson 

1997; Werlin 1994).For example, not collecting electricity bills or not billing companies is a way 

to benefit companies in exchange for political favours, as discussed, despite it being illegal (Stel 

2013). By selectively choosing which laws to reinforce and which to ignore, the law becomes 

relative, and the maintenance of power is prioritized over observance of the law. The legal and 

judicial system remain weak and politicians can continue engaging in corruption. 

The relationship between sectarianism and clientelism is addressed in the literature on 

corruption in Lebanon. Diwan and Haidar (2016:2) found the Lebanese political system to be a 

“coalition of sectarian oligarchs” who give favours to businesses and individuals in turn for 

political support. Haase (2017) further describes how this system undermines the advancement of 

Lebanese society as a whole by focusing on the interests of political elites and their associated in-

groups. My research supports these claims finding that sectarianism is used to reinforce 

clientelism and enable corruption in Lebanon. Because the government is divided in a 

confessional way, MPs elected into office are usually associated with religious communities. For 

example, the Kateb Party is mainly supported and ran by Maronite Christians. Participants 

indicated that this religious divide keeps the state separated and reinforces religion and 

affiliations to religion over the state. According to my research this also results in religious 

rhetoric being used to allow or block laws, as both MPs and citizens assess the law in terms of 

how it benefits their religious community over others. This political formation makes it difficult 

to pass laws, particularly since there needs to be a two-thirds majority for it to go through 

(Salamey 2014). Participants indicated that sectarianism also allows politicians to hide behind 
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religious rhetoric if they are accused of corruption or a misdeed. Rather than focusing on the 

accusation, participants indicated that accusations become a matter of trying to undermine the 

accused’s religious community. Similarly, Hashemi and Postel (2017) find that political actors in 

Middle Eastern countries will use rhetoric that frames an attack on them as an attack on their 

religion. While in Lebanon, religion was used as a way to obfuscate their actions. For example, 

according to my participants, if a politician is accused of being corrupt the politician might claim 

that they are being accused because due to their religious background (either Christian or Muslim, 

respectively). On the other hand, a politician in Hashemi and Postel’s (2017) study might say that 

corruption is not as important as the threat Christianity/Islam would face if they were ousted from 

parliament. In both scenarios, sectarianism keeps the government and citizens fractured among 

religion lines, undermining the state as a solitary institution and permitting corruption to grow.  

Nepotism is another corrupt aspect of Lebanese society that allows politicians to maintain 

their power. Nepotism allows politicians to keep power concentrated within the family, by 

appointing relatives to non-elected government positions. According to participants, this allows 

politicians to prepare them for elected positions, and the transfer of office to their children. 

Nepotism also has the added benefit of reinforcing clientelism. By having connections to different 

offices, political elites are able to draw on their positions to grant favours by expediating permits 

or by-passing official channels to grant access faster (Bishara 2011; Sapsford, Tsourapas & 

Abbott 2017).  

The manipulation of the law is done as a way for the political elite to maintain the current 

structure. As it stands, the legislative branch is the part of government that creates legislation and 

bills (Salamey 2014). The legislative branch is made up of the Chamber of Representatives, 

otherwise known as members of Parliament (ibid). The interview data demonstrated that it is in 

the interest of the MPs to create laws that are favourable for them, or to block the creation of laws 

if it is unfavourable. This came up among participants in relation to conflict of interest laws, as 
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well as the Access to Information Law. Lebanon currently does not have any laws preventing 

conflict of interest in the government. Participants discussed how politicians can own a company 

and bid for a government contract despite being part of the government. The same is true for 

businesses that are somehow connected to a politician. Politicians are able to use their position in 

government to favour the acquisition of contracts and make more money. The other law that was 

discussed was the Access to Information Law which was implemented in 2017 (Freedom Info 

2017). Despite the legislation passing, there have still been issues with transparency and access to 

information according to my participants. For example, one of the participants talked about the 

government making the official Gazette harder to access which hinders citizen interaction and 

knowledge of laws. The other example is the granting of citizenship to 400 unknown individuals, 

as discussed above. This is in contradiction to the literature which suggests that increased access 

to information reduces corruption (Cole 2015). The manipulation of laws is tied to enforcement. 

If enforcement is not there, then the creation of laws that are aimed at fighting corruption are 

moot. The literature argues that, instead, laws may be put in place to appease international bodies 

who demand transparency in exchange for money (Kamal, Rana, & Wahid 2018; Kimya 2018; 

Soyaltin 2017). Political self-interest favours the weakness of law.  

State of Distrust 

 The widespread corruption in Lebanon has significant consequences for the population. 

Beyond the issues described above that citizens must face with rampant corruption, participants 

indicated that the high levels of corruption create a sense of distrust among the people with 

regards to the institutions of government and law. Participants indicated that rampant corruption 

creates a sense of disillusionment with the government and leaves citizens feeling disenchanted 

with politics. The data indicated that citizens feel that change is impossible and regard the 

political process with apathy, as was demonstrated by the lack of voter turn-out. Interestingly, 
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two of my participants that ran in the most recent elections (May 2018) were met with distrust 

when talk of change and ending corruption were brought up as part of their platform.  

 Results also indicated that trust in the legal system is low because of the intertwining of 

the judicial and executive branch. Participants discussed how the heavy influence that the 

executive branch has over the judicial makes citizens wary of drawing on the legal system for 

help. Because executive actors can have a large say in how the judgement will go, individuals 

may feel like the risks of losing or not having their rights protected are higher. As a result, the 

judicial branch is no longer seen as an institution that protects the rights and interests of the 

individual, rather it is part of the political and subject to manipulation. Participants indicated that 

citizens without connections may have to find non-state solution to their problems.  

6.2 Is This Political Sociology? 

In my introduction, I stated that this thesis was an endeavour into political sociology. 

Based on the data and analysis, this is still the case. My analysis focused on the relationships 

between political actors and the government, law, and citizens. This thesis looks at how these 

actors affect the political structure and the impacts of these actions on legality and socio-cultural 

behaviours. My thesis does not attempt to argue that the current political structure is the reason 

for corruption. I look at the social behaviours of politicians and their relationship with the state 

and other institutions.   

6.3 Contributions 

This project used a multi-level integrated analytical framework to analyse the impact 

corruption has on Lebanon. Previous literature on corruption fails to take multiple dimensions of 

society into account and usually looks at how corruption influences particular societal institutions 

in a unilateral way. A step forward in corruption literature would be to create actual political, 

legal, economic, and socio-cultural corruption frameworks, and not simply look at corruption 

from a political/legal/economic/socio-cultural lens. In relation to frameworks, this thesis provides 
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the basis to build a legal theory of corruption, particularly when looking at weak levels of 

enforcement and accountability.  

My research also heavily contributes to the research on law and legal systems in Lebanon 

and the association to corruption which is currently severely lacking. Very little research has 

assessed the legal implications of the Lebanese political system and how corruption undermines 

the rule of law, which is what this analysis does. As a result, we are able to see how corruption 

can continue to grow because of the weak legal system and how it affects the way citizens 

understand and engage with the rule of law. Another contribution is the in-depth discussion of the 

weakness of the judicial system. Previous research discusses how a weak judicial system can 

encourage corruption because there is no fear of getting caught as well as the importance of 

judicial independence, something that my research also supports (Bejaković 2018; Hodgkinson 

1997; Werlin 1994). However, my research takes it one step further and analyses how the 

executive manipulates the judicial system to have judgements go in their favour, something that 

the literature does not do. This manipulation demonstrates another dimension of corruption. The 

lack of separation also leads to a discussion of how it undermines the trust citizens have in the 

judicial branch as a protector of their rights, forcing them to seek alternative solutions, something 

which the literature does not address.  

My research also supports the claim I made in the section Globalization of Corruption in 

the literature review which is that corruption literature must be weary of analyzing non-Western 

countries with Western theories. This can be seen through my discussion where certain issues 

associated with corruption are only found in the literature on corruption in the MENA countries, 

or Lebanon specifically. Importantly, this means that the traditional frameworks used to measure 

corruption is missing theory and information that is important to these countries and cultures. For 

example, particularized trust is mentioned in the socio-cultural framework, but there is no 

mention as to how this works in different countries. My research combines the idea of 
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particularized trust with sectarianism to understand how religion reinforces this type of trust and 

plays into corruption. This could be applied to other MENA countries or countries with heavily 

links to religion to develop the concept of particularized trust.  

6.4 Limitations 

While this project was a first step towards a multi-dimensional assessment of corruption 

in Lebanon, there are ways that this project could be improved. To begin with, the sample size is 

small. For a better account of what is going on in Lebanon, it would be worth replicating this 

project with a bigger sample size. On the same note, my research was limited to political elites 

and high level legal and governmental actors. Going forward, including more diversity in the 

sample could give a better understanding of what is going on in Lebanon. For example, including 

more bankers and financial advisors would give a better understanding of the effects of corruption 

on the economy—something that this thesis was lacking in. Interviewing citizens would give a 

more complete understanding in how corruption affects them and their perception of the rule of 

law and legal system.  

 Furthermore, this research was limited to understanding corruption in Lebanon and while 

it does contribute to the broader literature on corruption, it would be worth conducting cross-

national analyses with other Middle Eastern, non-Western and Western countries to get a better 

sense of how corruption differs across context. It would also provide a better understanding of the 

impact of corruption on different cultures and on different legal systems or the nature of 

corruption within these contexts.  

6.5 Future Research 

Future research should focus on the globalization of corruption and the impact it has on 

non-Western countries. Because international bodies of corruption are based in Western rhetoric, 

it is important to track how the imposition of policies affect non-Western countries. It would also 

be important to assess this in relation to their legal system. For example, as discussed, Lebanon’s 
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legal system is very weak and does not have the capacity to enforce laws or hold individuals 

accountable. This makes it very hard for the legal system to ensure that international norms and 

rules are being followed. Moreover, international laws on corruption potentially harm countries 

who do not currently have the capabilities to implement these laws, or the political actors with the 

desire to do so. For example, loans and bursaries from the European Union to Lebanon are 

granted on the basis that Lebanon improves transparency and democracy. Despite the addition of 

The Access to Information law to improve transparency, little has been done to ensure it is being 

followed. Therefore, future research should assess how legal systems are coping with 

international pressure, as well as how legal systems are suppressed by corrupt governments 

despite international pressure.  

 Interest should be given to policing and how it is influenced by corruption. Though 

briefly touched on in this thesis, it would be worth doing an in-depth analysis into policing—

specifically, how and why it occurs. Though my participants touched on the fact that police 

corruption occurs, there was no reason given apart from how it is a consequence of political 

corruption. While this is true, the literature discusses how low-income countries with high levels 

of corruption incites petty corruption (Pring 2016; Rothstein & Ulsaner 2005). Therefore, 

researching how petty corruption plays a role in policing would fill a gap in the literature that is 

currently missing. 

 With regards to Lebanon specifically, there is a growing grassroots movement that is 

aiming to fight corruption in government (Yahya 2015). In the coming years, research should 

track the progress and shifts in government and social movements. Participants in my project said 

that increasing voter turn-out would be an important step forward in fighting corruption. Tracking 

social movements and voting tangentially can provide interesting insight into how they are 

related. There also needs to be more research done on the legal system and corruption. 
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From a theoretical perspective, the literature on corruption needs to grow and have a legal 

framework that is able to measures corruption from legalistic perspectives. Currently, the legal 

framework used in the literature on corruption does not use legal theory to account for corruption. 

Rather, research has tended to focus the implications of not applying the law when corruption 

occurs (i.e., Bejaković 2018; Gowder 2018; Morris 2011; Ramesh & Binayagathasan 2017). 

While necessary for understanding how weak legal systems influence political and social 

institutions, being able to study corruption with legalistic theory would add a new dimension to 

the literature and may help to understand how the creation of laws, and other legal processes 

influence corruption.  

6.6 Conclusion 

Through a political sociological investigation, my research aimed to understand how 

corruption undermines the government and the rule of law in Lebanon. This entailed a two-month 

expedition, where nine interviews were conducted with members of political elite, as well as 

high-ranking individuals related to law and government. The qualitative data provided insight 

into how political actors use their positions of power to maintain power, and keep the structure of 

government weak, as well as how political elite manipulate and undermine the law, while also 

addressing how this affects the broader Lebanese population. The results indicated a society 

where corruption is heavily ingrained, and a legal system that is kept too weak to fight corruption 

and as a population that is indifferent to the rule of law. 
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Appendix A 

Tables and Figures 

Table 1: Descriptors of Participants 

Pseudonym Gender  Occupation 

Adel Male Deputy  

Cherbel Male Minister 

Charles Male Ran for Parliament 

Hassan Male Former Minister 

Jamal Male N/A for 

Confidentiality but 

related to 

governance 

Khalil Male Ran for Parliament 

Nabil Male Lawyer and former 

politician 

Omar Male N/A for 

Confidentiality 

Sana Female Lawyer 

 

 

Figure 1: Initial Grid of Analysis 

Themes Codes 

1) Political  • Petty Corruption 

o Extortion  

• Grand Corruption 

• Failure of the Political System 

o Manipulation of Resources 

o Lack of Trust from the 

Population 

o Policy and Legislation  

o Lack of Repercussions 
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2) Economic  • Market Effect 

• Investment 

• Financial Development 

• Trade 

• Resource Manipulation Affecting 

the Economy  

o Contract Allocation 

• White Elephant Projects 

• Utility Maximization 

• Fiscal Policy  

o Diversion of Funds 

o Market Manipulation 

• Foreign Direct Investment 

• Affect on Small-to-Medium 

Enterprises 

3) Legal  • Formalism  

• Principal-Agent-Relationship  

• Uneven Application of the Law 

o Erosion of the Rule of Law 

o Secondary Corruption  

o Primary Corruption 

• Manipulation of Laws by Elites 

o Perception of Rule of Law 

o Lack of Compliance 

o Enforcement 

• Pursual of Non-Legal Behaviour as 

Legitimate 

• Accountability 

4) Socio-Cultural  • Favouritism, Nepotism & 

Clientelism 

• Norms 

• Particularized Trust 

• Arm’s Length Rule 

• Citizen Apathy  

5) Not Mentioned in the Literature  • Population/Government Interaction  

o Manipulation of the People  

• Undermining of Occupations 

• Legitimacy  

o Legitimacy of the Police 
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Figure 2: Adjusted Grid of Analysis  

Themes Codes 

1) Political  • Failure of Political System 

o Population Perception of 

Government 

o Policy and Legislation 

• Manipulation 

o Manipulation of People 

o Lack of Trust from 

Population 

• Sectarianism 

• Transparency  

• Ta’if Agreement 

• Bureaucratic Inefficiency 

2) Legal • Principal-Agent Relationship 

• Uneven Application of the Rule of 

Law  

• Perception of the Rule of Law 

• Lack of Compliance 

• Enforcement  

• Separation of the Judiciary and 

Executive Bodies 

• Feelings of Instability  

• Sectarianism  

• Transparency 

• System Fails New Politicians 

• Ta’if Agreement 

• Perception of Government  

• Personal Crime  

o Prisons 

• International Interference 

• Maintaining Power  

• Prescriptions 

• Bureaucratic Inefficiency  

• Informal vs Formal Law 
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• Pursual of Non-Legal Behaviour as 

Legitimate  

• Accountability 

• Manipulation of the Rule of Law 

• Legitimacy 

• Separation of Judicial and 

Executive Branch  

• Personal Crime  

3) Socio-Cultural • Nepotism, and Clientelism  

• Norms 

• Particularized Trust 

• Citizen Apathy 

Note: Those that are bolded are the themes not identified in the literature.  
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Appendix B 

Forms and Approval 

Form 1: Confidentiality Agreement for Informants 
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Form 2: Letter of Information/Consent 

\
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GREB Approval Letter 

 
 


