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Clientelism and patronage appear to be endemic of many developing countries. The extent to which this is a result of countries being ‘en route’ to development and transition to full democracy is contested; corruption in the form of clientelism also seems to be prevalent in many developing countries. This essay will examine to what extent clientelism is an intrinsic part of developing countries. 

Clientelism by no means limited to developing countries; elements of clientelism can be recognised in many developed countries although its forms are usually less institutionalised. The systems of clientelism are often more powerful and pronounced in the political systems of developing countries than more developed countries around the world. Firstly, this essay will explore the elements of clientelism. Then, by examining the political systems of Mexico and Lebanon, it will become clear to what extent their political systems are clientelist and how the developing nature of the country breeds and perpetuates the system.

In order to put this question into context, it is important to determine exactly what is meant by the term ‘political systems’. Political systems will be understood to mean the executive, the legislative and the judicial components of government as well as the constitution which defines the powers of the branches of government.
 ‘Developing countries’ is a term that is often used interchangeably with the ‘third world’. It has been suggested that with the demise of the communist bloc there really is no ‘third world’ and instead, the term developing world should be used to describe any country not yet fully developed, especially in terms of infrastructure, economy, healthcare, education. Consequently, for the purposes of this essay, developing countries will be understood in a broad context to mean the underdeveloped and politically unaligned developing countries such as Mexico and Lebanon. 
Clientelism is not a simple term to define as it takes many different forms; the workings of the system and how the system manifests itself can be profoundly different from country to country and even from city to city. For the purposes of clarification and simplicity, Clapham’s definition of clientelism will be used. He suggests that ‘…Clientelism is a relationship of exchange between unequals.”
  Furthermore, Brachet-Marquez suggests clientelism is the ‘structuring of political power through networks of informal dyadic relations that link individuals of unequal power in relationships of exchange.’ 
 In clientelist structures of authority, power is vested in the top individual who personally decides how to distribute resources according to their personal preference.  Essentially, in a clientelist system, there is an exchange between the patron, who has power, and the client who receives the benefits of the patron’s power in return for loyalty, support and usually a vote.  The patron’s position of power lends itself to giving client’s favours and help. This may be in the form of housing, jobs, services or protection. 

The exchange between patron and client is reciprocal although not necessarily even. The patron needs the client’s support to maintain their position and the client receives the benefits from supporting their patron.  Patrons, therefore, in order to maintain the reciprocal arrangement, must be in a position of power or at least wealth in order to reciprocate the support of their clients.

Another key aspect of Clientelism is that the relationship is long lasting and durable. However, there is no formal written contract binding the parties involved and it is this ambiguity which sustains the relationship as both client and patron look to continually reap benefits from the other.  This said, clients are free agents and are rational, self-maximising individuals. If they believed they would benefit more greatly from a different patron, they could seek their patronage. In terms of clientelism in political hierarchies, clients, who in the system of clientelism are aspiring politicians, may have more than one patron and may switch mentors in order to increase their chances of climbing the political ladder. In government, the further the aspiring politician wants to go in government, the higher ranking politician they will try to attach themselves to.

Mexico is a classic example of clientelism in a developing country. Mexico's political system historically retained power due to its ability to co-opt interest groups in society through a clientelist system in which support for the regime was exchanged for benefits. Mexico's ruling political party, the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) traditionally ruled Mexico through a form of corporative control in which worker's unions, peasant cooperatives, government employees and many urban social were co-opted into the party in exchange for limited state support of their interests. The clientelist system explains the historical success of the PRI in dominating Mexican politics for the last 70 years.

In Mexico, the state acts as a top-down pyramid headed by the chief of the executive branch, who directly or indirectly dispenses favours to those below through complex patron-client relations that link the top of the social structure to the base. “Decision making is highly centralized. The president, operating with relatively few constraints on his authority, completely dominates the legislative and judicial branches.”
 Civil society, in contrast, is perceived as a fragmented set of vertical relationships which inhibit the formation of horizontal interest groupings, whether based on party or social class.
 The clientelist system created by the PRI-regime leaders existed not just to undermine the political opposition, but also to control their dispersed political elite. 
Despite the election to the executive of a non-PRI candidate, Vicente Fox as president in 2001, the senate is still controlled by the PRI. Since the formation of the PRI party in Mexico in 1929 the clientelist system allowed the sitting president of Mexico and PRI party elite to determine, among other things, who would become the next PRI presidential candidate (and therefore the next president). Formal institutions, such as the provisions for fair elections, were not ignored but subverted by political elites who fixed outcomes outside of legitimate, constitutional means.
  The entire system can be viewed as consisting of interlocking chains of patron-client relations; the patrons had high political status and could offer clients protection, support in political struggles with rivals who in return provided loyalty and voter mobilisation for their patron who was in government.
 This system of clientelism was not limited to the political system; the ideology was active throughout society.
Lebanon, a developing country in a different continent to Mexico, has also developed a strong clientelist identity within society.  Johnson suggests the reason for the dominance of politics by local leaders called ‘za’ims’ was partly ‘a response to the fragmented and individualistic electorate’.
 Although patronage is prevalent in developed and lesser developed countries alike, clientelism may be more entrenched in Lebanon than in most other nations. The pervasiveness of this system in Lebanon can be traced to feudal times, where the overlord allowed peasants and their families the use of land in exchange for unquestioned loyalty. In more recent times, this social system has been translated into a political system; the overlord acts as a patron called a za’im, the peasants have become his clients, and, instead of land, favours are exchanged for electoral loyalty. And although clientelism has its roots in the rural areas, it now pervades towns and large cities down to the neighbourhood level.

In the cities, za’ims acted as patrons to recruit a clientele and used ‘qabadays’, essentially loyalty enforcers, to police their clienteles. “The clientele was bound to the za’im by a network of transactional tiers, where economic and other services were distributed to the clients in exchange for consistent political loyalty.”
 The political loyalty required of the clients was electoral support in political conflict and even taking up arms in disputes with other za’ims. Clients had to regularly demonstrate their support of the za’im on feast days and other formal occasions. In return, the za’im, who was acting as a patron, influenced the administration and provided his clients with governmental services and also gave his clients employment, contracts and capital. The za’im could provide public work contracts, governmental concessions, employment in the government and private sectors, promotion, education, medical treatment and even protection from the law.  The za’im needed substantial wealth in order to sustain electoral defeat and periods in opposition as well as finance to buy the support of the electorate and the acquiescence of ministers and officials responsible for government services which the za’im needed to use for his clients.
Lebanon's constitutionally based political system must be viewed from a clientelist perspective; the system has persisted in one form or another for over a hundred years. Even so, this system, although unlikely to disappear in the near term, perhaps was being challenged by the rise of the militias, an influence from the 1975 Civil War. Although some militias were still controlled by za’im others, like Amal, Hezbollah (Party of God), and the Lebanese Forces, were led by ‘new’ political actors.
 These militias were not just military organizations; through military force they often gained control of revenues that formerly went to government coffers. The patron-client relationship, therefore, rather than dying out may merely have taken one more turn along an evolutionary track.

Is then, the system of clientelism good for developing countries? Some aspects of clientelism could be regarded as beneficial for society. Clientelism could be a journey towards complete democracy and provides a much more direct link between those in power and hoi polloi. Conversely, critics of clientelism would point to the problems it creates in undermining democratic political processes. Clientelism prohibits the growth of interest groups and class based organisations, effectively demobilising pressure groups due to the vertical power structure it creates.  In order to maintain their position, patrons have a vested interested in preventing modernisation and ensuring exclusivity of their access to information and organisations. By ensuring that they [patrons] are the gatekeepers to the outside world, their knowledge is power.  This is clearly inimical to the development of any developing country. 

Clientelism could be seen as being ethnocentric and this could explain its prevalence in much of the developing world. By offering a direct and tangible relationship between patron and client, Clientelism offers a convoluted system of direct democracy. Modern, representative democracies do not offer such a clear system. Some would argue that the refuge and security which this system gives in providing a traditional and clear relationship, is sought by the populace of many developing countries because they seek security and continuity due to the turmoil they experienced in the past. Although clientelism can exploit the poverty of a society inasmuch as poor communities will welcome patronage in the form of jobs, medicine, patrons provide what their clients need. If the patrons failed to provide for their clients, the clients may find themselves in greater poverty. Clapham offers conditions for clientelism which could be used to explain the cause of clientelism in developing countries. He suggests these are; one group in society controlling the critical resources (e.g. employment); The existence of patrons who require the services of clients to making it worthwhile for them to allocate some of their resources to retain their power; The client groups are inhibited or prevented in some way from accessing the resources controlled by the patron group and lastly, the absence of any formal system of allocating resources which maintains the patron’s power.

Clientelism prevents everyone receiving the benefit of fair and equal representation because of the way patrons inhibit access to power. The static nature of the system makes change very difficult, as the system is self-perpetuating in support of the status quo. Rather than internal forces slowly moulding the system, change to the regime requires external pressures or a major internal conflict to rework the system and shake it into change. 

Although this essay has only examined two developing countries, clientelism is by no means simply limited to these two. Clientelism is rife in developing countries in Africa, the Middle and Far East. There is certainly a link between developing countries and clientelism. Whilst many developing countries are clientelist, they are by no means intrinsically clientelist. Clientelism is not a result of being a developing country, it is the weak governments of many developing countries allow the emergence of patrons who often have more power to implement change than a centralised government. Patrons provide for those in need with jobs and amenities, providing knowledge which would not otherwise be available to them. As these countries become more liberalised and open up to the free market, government control over the economy through clientelism will slowly recede and more transparent democracies will begin to emerge.
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