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Introduction

In Iran, media outlets have responded to the issue of corruption, particularly in exposing
major cases, in varied ways in recent years. Given the diversity in media management
(state-owned, affiliated with public institutions, or private) and their political affiliations,
their narratives on corruption differ significantly.

Political factions, as power groups in Iran’s political landscape, hold distinct perspectives
on administrative corruption, its causes, and consequences. They seek to interpret this
phenomenon within their political discourse to consolidate or gain political influence.
Understanding how corruption is represented in newspapers aligned with political factions
provides deeper insight into politicians’ viewpoints.

This article aims to examine the representation of administrative corruption in the
reformist newspaper Etemad in 2021, based on Stuart Hall’s representation theories and
Jeffrey Alexander’s theories of the civic sphere and cultural trauma. Etemad, a prominent
reformist newspaper, has been published in Tehran since June 2002 and is privately
owned. The choice of 2021 for analysis is based on the governmental transition that
occurred that year.

Methodology

This study employs thematic analysis using Attride-Stirling’s thematic network approach.
The research population includes all documents (articles, editorials, interviews, or reports)
published in Etemad in 2021 addressing administrative corruption. Accordingly, 26
documents were purposively selected.

Data analysis was conducted using MAXQDA version 20. After preparing and repeatedly
reviewing the documents, relevant phrases were initially coded. In this stage, 270 relevant
phrases were identified, resulting in 73 initial codes. In the second stage, these codes were
categorized into 12 “basic themes,” followed by 4 “organizing themes”. The “global
theme” of this study is “administrative corruption”.
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Results and Discussion

Table 1: Initial Codes, Basic Themes, and Organizing Themes

. Basic Organizing
Ll Cte Themes Themes
Deep corruption, systemic corruption, pervasive Level of
corruption, normalization of corruption, widespread corruption State of
corruption, brokerage, bribery, mafia, smuggling, law Nature of’ administrative
violation, embezzlement, personalization, influence corruntion corruption
peddling, rent-seeking P
Internal control, poverty and inequality, cultural mP:r:gIC:rli-al
weakness, corruption-prone structure, government factgrs
centralization, lack of democratic institutions, weak Structur,al Causes of
organizational oversight, secrecy and lack of factors. Legal administrative
transparency, factional bias, absence of free media, facti)rs 9 corruption
inefficient regulations, non-compliance with law, judicial Cultural—sc;cial
system performance factors
Social
Inequality, instability in collective life, public distrust, consequences, | Consequences
social crises, decline in production capacity, harm to the Political of
country, squandering public funds, foreign dependency, consequences, | administrative
legitimacy crisis Economic corruption
consequences
Economic improvement, cultural-educational planning,
attention to public opinion, strengthening formal Role of
oversight, transparency, principled anti-corruption governance, Prevention
planning, rule of law, political impartiality, employing Role of civil and fight
honest managers, structural reform, reducing society, against
government involvement, media’s role, whistleblowing, Barriers to administrative
role of NGOs, complexity of corruption, widespread fighting corruption
corruption, conflict of interest, inefficient bureaucracy, corruption
factionalism

Global Theme: Administrative Corruption

Administrative corruption is defined as any misuse of the country’s administrative
system’s resources and capacities, as a formal and legal institution, by employees and
managers for personal, familial, or partisan gain. It is the global theme of this study’s
thematic network, encompassing four organizing themes: 1) State of administrative
corruption, 2) Causes of administrative corruption, 3) Consequences of administrative
corruption, and 4) Prevention and fight against administrative corruption. Each organizing
theme includes basic themes derived from initial codes.

Theme: State of administrative corruption

The organizing theme “state of administrative corruption” reflects how Etemad
Newspaper constructs the extent and types of corruption. It comprises two basic themes:
“level of administrative corruption” and “nature of administrative corruption”.

The “level of administrative corruption” describes the extent of administrative corruption
in Iran’s administrative system. Etemad Newspaper addresses this in 16 documents, using
terms like widespread corruption, structural corruption, pervasive corruption, systemic
corruption, normalization of corruption, and deep corruption. In an article dated March
11, corruption is described as a “Significant Challenge”: “What has happened with the
Significant Challenge of corruption in Iran’s governance system is not unlike the
metaphor of a pervasive and destructive phenomenon!”

The “nature of administrative corruption” includes initial codes describing types of
administrative corruption, such as mafia, influence peddling, embezzlement, bribery,
favoritism, smuggling, law violation, illegal appointments, and personalization of
administrative affairs. These were highlighted in Etemad Newspaper in 2021.
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Frequent use of terms like “bribery” may create a clear image of a specific type of
corruption (bribery), aiding its prominence in public discourse. However, this focus
might marginalize other complex forms of corruption, limiting a comprehensive
understanding of its causes and dimensions. From Alexander’s perspective (2006),
emphasizing bribery may define a specific “evil” in the civic sphere but could hinder
understanding the deeper structural and cultural trauma caused by corruption. While
bribery, embezzlement, and favoritism represent micro-level corruption, highlighting
mafia and smuggling in Etemad Newspaper points to broader dimensions.

Theme: Causes of administrative corruption

The “causes of administrative corruption” theme includes four basic themes: political-
managerial factors, legal factors, cultural-social factors, and structural factors. This
theme was coded in 21 documents (80% of the sample), indicating its prevalence.

The “political-managerial factors” theme includes issues like weak organizational
oversight and lack of transparency. For instance, a May 8 report on football highlights
weak oversight and managerial indifference: “You can do whatever you want,” or
“Anyone who has access can take something from this football, and no one holds
them accountable”.

The “legal factors” theme addresses the judicial system’s performance and the
content or enforcement of laws related to corruption. A May 11 article positions the
judiciary as the ultimate authority on corruption: “The next key factor is the formal
supervisory institution rooted in the rule of law. If media play an informal supervisory
role, the independent judiciary is the formal supervisory authority and final arbiter”.
The “structural factors” theme refers to macro-level structural and historical issues,
particularly government centralization. A May 11 report states: “The first and most
important factor in corruption is that centralized government structures, or the
government”.

Theme: Consequences of administrative corruption

The “consequences of administrative corruption” theme encompasses codes
describing the societal impacts of corruption, divided into three basic themes: social
consequences (most frequent), economic consequences, and political consequences.
Etemad Newspaper highlights social consequences like inequality, instability in
collective life, public distrust, and social crises. A July 23 report notes: “Rent-seeking
relationships increase all forms of unjust inequality.” Economic consequences are less
emphasized, and political consequences, such as legitimacy crises, are mentioned
briefly (e.g., July 23 report).

Theme: Prevention and Fight Against administrative corruption

The “prevention and fight against corruption” theme, coded in 16 documents (61.5%),
includes three basic themes: role of governance, role of civil society, and barriers to
fighting corruption. Etemad Newspaper emphasizes governance, policymaking, and
the political environment, with transparency being a frequent code. A May 8
document states: “Transparency does not mean exposing violations; rather, it prevents
corruption by instilling caution and fear in corrupt managers.” A November 5 report
adds: “The first and most important task is to discredit the principle of secrecy in
matters related to public rights”.

Conclusion

The findings show that in 2021, Etemad Newspaper represented administrative corruption
as a structural and widespread “Significant Challenge” in Iran’s administrative system.
Terms like “Significant Challenge” and emphasis on structural corruption reflect the
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newspaper’s effort to frame corruption as a fundamental crisis, aligning with the reformist
ideology as a critical political stance, per Stuart Hall’s framework. Drawing on Jeffrey
Alexander’s civic sphere theory, this representation portrays administrative corruption as
a threat to the civic sphere.

Regarding causes, Etemad Newspaper frames administrative corruption as rooted in
governance practices (lack of transparency and secrecy) and structural issues (economic
and legal system deficiencies). Compared to Magli and Turati’s (2019) findings on media
framing corruption as individual crimes, Etemad’s structural approach stands out.

On consequences, Etemad Newspaper briefly focuses on social impacts like inequality
and public distrust, aligning with Alexander’s cultural trauma concept, where corruption
is not just a legal violation but a collective, trauma-inducing experience threatening social
cohesion. However, the newspaper’s limited attention to consequences is a weakness.

In prevention and fighting corruption, Etemad’s emphasis on preventive systems,
transparency, and oversight aligns with Alexander’s view of media as regulatory
institutions in the civic sphere.

Future research could explore administrative corruption representation in media with
different political leanings and time periods to deepen understanding of media’s role in
shaping public perceptions of administrative corruption and its consequences.
Additionally, studying how audiences decode these representations and their impact on
collective identity and civic actions could further illuminate the media-corruption
relationship.

Keywords: Administrative Corruption, Media Representation, Civil Sphere, Thematic
Analysis, Etemad Newspaper
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