CHAPTER FOUR

Teachers, Mayors,
and the Transformation of Clientelism
in Colombia

KENT EATON AND CHRISTOPHER CHAMBERS-JU

In Diego Abente Brun and Larry Diamond, eds., Clientelism, Sociql
Policy, and the Quality of Democracy. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins

University Press, 2014.

Even for Latin America, a region widely marked by patron-client relations, Co-
lombia stands out for the pervasiveness and extensiveness of its clientelistic net-
works. In part this is because clientelism requires elections, and few countries in
Latin America have accrued as impressive an electoral record as Colombia. In the
absence of lengthy periods or repeated cycles of direct military rule, clientelism
could and did become deeply embedded in the country’s political life. But clien-
telism became entrenched not just because elections were held mostly without inter-
ruption. Until very recently, thesc elections were dominated by the Conservatives
and the Liberals, two traditional parties that from the mid-nineteenth century ce-
mented their hold on power through clientelism. Though these parties initially used
clientelism ro reinforce the rule of landowners over peasants, they continued to use
clientelistic exchanges even as patron-client ties broke down in the countryside in
the first half of the twentieth century.!

Elsewhere in Latin America, economic modecnization, state expansion, and
urban migration limited the scope for clientelism and created more programimatic
forms of political exchange—but not in Colombia. In fact, the strength of clien-
telism helps explain the relative absence of macroeconomic populism in Colombia’s
history? as well as the absence of a competitive populist party in its party system.’?
Unlike countries such as Argentina, Peru, and Mexico, where the differing logics of
clientelism (or individual exchange berween a patron and clienc) and populism (or
an exchange relation involving a class or coalition) have competed for predominance,
in Colombia clientelism alone has remained paramount.

If clientelism is deeply entrenched as a political practice in Colombia, the coun-
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try also stands out for the frequency and seriousness of institutional responses de-
signed to limit or eliminate clientelism, In fact, the former seems 1o explain the
lateer as widespread clientelistic abuses have provoked recurrent attempts to check
this political practice, both in the form of “bottom-up” civic movements that de-
manded an end to clientelism, and “top-down” efforts by reform-minded politicians
and bureaucrats to redesign institutions. As a result, not only is Colombia an im-
portant case of entrenched cliencelism, but it is also an important case of concerted
efforts to atrack clientelism via institutional change. As we describe below, these
attempts took a number of forms. Some, in a pragmatic mode, tried not to reform
clieneelistic politicians but merely to limit their participation in the policy process.
Orhers sought deeper change and attempted to transform the very incentives chac
politicians faced so that they would adopt new linkages with voters. Others focused
on cutting the access of patrons to fiscal resources in order to limit contingent and
discretionary spending by politicians. The vigorous pursuit of these various strage-
gies over the past half century makes Colombia 2 critical case study of how instiru-
tional reform shapes clientelistic networks, Unfortunately for the reform cause, the
Colombian case suggests that even serious and carnest efforts at institutional reform
may yield limited results in terms of reducing clientelism.

In this chapter we evaluace the impact of major institutional reforms designed 1o
disrupe and eradicace clientelistic networks in Colombia. We argue that institutional
reforms yielded some important benefits: they prevented clientelism from produc-
ing macroeconomic turbulence, protected teachers from clientelistic abuses, and
freed mayors from regional party bosses. However, a more striking finding in our
analysis is the tendency of reforms to transform, rather than eradicate, practices of
clientelism. An unintended consequence of these reforms was the empowerment of
new patrons who conseructed new clientelistic networks 4 In response to repeated
reform efforts, Colombia has shifred from a system of clientelism dominated by
national party leaders, national legislators, and regional parcy bosses to a prolif-
cration of new, more complex patron-client relationships. Not unlike the balloon
effect or “whack-a-mole” problem that has been used to describe Colombia’s other
plague—drug trafficking—clientelism has been eliminated in certain institutional
and organizational spaces only to pop up in new venues and among new actofs.
No longer primarily the purview of the two traditional parties, which have experi-
enced a precipitous decline over the last two decades, clientelism has undergone a
process of fragmentation and multiplication. As a result, not only did institutional
reforms fail o eradicace clientelism, but they changed it in ways that are likely to
render future reform efforts even more difficult to achieve. Disputing the view that
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