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This paper will aim to carry the general inquiry on the study and the implementation of
public values to a new frontier by bringing back the concept of clientelism into the
discipline.
Clientelism is the general name given to personal (yet sometimes anonymous) and
informal networks of exchange whose sole function is to (re)produce effective ways of
promoting the interests of patrons and clients. Clientelism, in its most basic form,
resembles a transaction (Zwart, 1994). The exchange involves reciprocity and voluntary
participation, but also a degree of exploitation (Kaufman 1974). The logic of exchange
between patron and client(s) dictates asymmetric but mutually beneficial and open-ended
transactions (Roniger 1994: 3-5; Kitschelt 2000: 849).
In the context of public administration, clientelism translates into the practice whereby
politicians and/or bureaucrats, instead of serving the wider collective interest, give in to
particularistic demands and distribute divisible benefits (namely public resources, i.e.
public contracts, administrative jobs, state aids, local infrastructure investments, etc.) to
individuals or groups of individuals in exchange for political support or power (Roniger
1994; Kitschelt 2000; Piattoni 2001, Günay 2007).
Normatively speaking, clientelism falls beyond the graces of ideal public order because its
practice is assumed to be “at best para-legal and probably always somewhat immoral”
(Blondel 2002: 241). More specifically, the study of clientelism is important for the study of
public values because the nature of patron-client relationship challenges the norms of
Weberian ideal-type bureaucracy.
Following Weber (1964), the nature of relationships in modern administrative systems can
be identified as “legal-rational.” An administrative system which is permeated by patronclient networks may physically resemble a Weberian type by the way its body is organized
along the lines of vertical hierarchy, division of labor, and specialization. However, as we
learn from Weber, an “ideal-type” would be an empty shell without the legal-rational
authority in which it is embedded.
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In contrast with the ideal-type of bureaucratic conduct, clientelism is highly personalistic
and exists without a formal contract. In bureaucratic clientelism, the rules of the “rational”
game are bended towards achievement of the clientelistic deal between the patron and the
client(s). According to Weber’s model, in recruitment and promotion of public
administrators merit and expertise (should) triumph over political alignment, personal
connections, kinship networks, or ethnic background. However, the logic of clientelism
dictates that the patron (e.g. a high ranking bureaucrat looking for employment for his
client) should do whatever in his power to keep his promise to the client regardless of what
merit or expertise the client has to offer to the public agency. From Weber’s point of view,
the bureaucrat (the patron) defies the rational authority not only by basing his selection of
personnel on the wrong criteria. The clientelist bureaucrat also challenges the separation
of the ownership of the means of production or administration from the officials holding
office (Weber 1964: 331) and the manner by which all administrative decisions and rules
are produced (that is to be documented in writing, even in cases of “oral discussion”
(Weber 1964: 332). By ignoring legal-rational public values and abiding by the rules of
clientelist exchange, he treats the “office” as his own personal property by giving it to
whomever he wants, and he ignores to document an administrative decision by sealing off
an informal, personal (off-the-record) deal with the client.
As vividly put by Robert Merton, “[clientelism] violates the code of selecting personnel on
the basis of impersonal qualifications rather than on grounds of party loyalty or
contributions to the party war-chest; bossism violates the code that votes should be based
on individual appraisal of the qualifications of candidates and of political issues, and not on
abiding loyalty to a feudal leader” (Merton, 1976: 23). In a nutshell, “the norms of
rationality, anonymity, and universalism are largely absent from the patron-client nexus”
(Lemarchand and Legg 1972: 151).
Accordingly, this paper will present a conceptual (comparative) inquiry into the values or
rules of the game that govern public life in two cases of administration: a Weberian idealtype and a clientelistic one. In doing so, it will ask the following questions: How different is
a clientelistic bureaucracy than an ideal-type Weberian bureaucracy? What are the
differences between the values and principles governing the two types of administration?
What do clientelistic practices stand in terms of public values like functionality, efficiency,
equality, accountability and democracy?
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