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Clientelism, like corruption, is a juicy topic; it is made so by the seemingly-inexorable conflict between protestations of public virtue on the one hand and particularistic exchanges on the other. The topic becomes even more interesting when one tries, as Simona Piattoni does in her book Il clientelismo: L’Italia in prospettiva comparata, to rehabilitate clientelism, and rid the concept of its moral overtones by engaging in rigorous comparative and empirical analysis.

The argument of the book is this: clientelism is different from corruption and patronage; it is a rational strategy pursued by parties to win votes where bureaucratic autonomy never took hold, and its form and effects depend on the relative strength and cohesion of government and opposition. Italy is not condemned to clientelism, but certainly displays the necessary conditions for it. Italian regions differ in their type of clientelism, thus also showing the mutability of the phenomenon. 

These are important arguments – but some of them have already been made by Piattoni on other occasions in the Rivista Italiana di Scienza Politica (Piattoni, Simona, “Clientelismo virtuouso: una via di sviluppo per il Mezzogiorno?”, vol 28, no. 3, pp. 483-513) and a volume edited by Jane Schneider and previously reviewed here by John Dickie (“Many Souths: Many Stereotypes”, vol. 4, no. 1, pp. 79-86). Readers without either, and who work on clientelism or Italian regions, ought to get this book. Readers who already have one or both may not find this book a great expansion on either.

Much of the effort of the book goes into locating the study of clientelism within the study of political science. Yet in many cases the typologies that Piattoni constructs do not seem to result in any great empirical pay-off, scholarly though they may be. These typologies – and the numerous two-by-two and three-by-three contingency tables to which they give rise – detract from other important questions that Piattoni addresses, such as why clientelism is different from patronage (patronage is characterized by grants of public office in periods of limited political mobilization), or why clientelism is not a subset of corruption (corruption involves financial gain; clientelism need not). Since some of Piattoni’s answers contradict the work of other scholars (particularly on corruption), more space should be dedicated to these issues, and less to ‘situating’ the study of clientelism.

Second, the comparative section took this (British) reviewer somewhat by surprise by arguing that constituency service (in both Britain and the USA) is equivalent to clientelism, irrespective of whether members of parliament intervene to right wrongs or to procure particular benefits for individuals who would otherwise not merit them. What matters is that the parliamentarian has made a selective intervention in order to procure votes. Sections on proporz in Austria and the machine politics of Tammany Hall were better, but are likely of less interest to Modern Italy readers.
Finally, the discussion of Italy, which hinges in four case studies, in many aspects seems to miss the heart of the matter. Piattoni argues that there are different types of political clientelism (introduced in another two-by-two table): vicious clientelism, which results from cohesive and hegemonic government, and which is represented by Sicily; virtuous clientelism, which results from a cohesive government which faces a credible opposition (Abruzzo); and two other combinations (in Campania and Puglia) which are virtuous or vicious to varying degrees. But there’s a bit of slight-of-hand going on here: clientelism in Abruzzo is only virtuous by comparison with clientelism in the other three regions; whereas the question that most scholars (from Banfield through Putnam and onwards) have asked is this: what explains more or less clientelism, and how does more or less clientelism affect the common good? Looking at types of clientelism, and regions which (one presumes) exhibit moderate to high levels of clientelism, does nothing to answer this question.
