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Abstract 

 

Based on ethnographic fieldwork in two bordering and poor neighbourhoods in La Matanza, 

Gran Buenos Aires, this thesis studies the relation between political clientelism, democracy and 

citizenship. It analyzes the different forms of clientelism and the web of relations in which poor 

excluded people are connected to political brokers and piquetero organizations in order to 

obtain food, goods, social assistance programs and solutions to everyday concerns. This study 

also explores the functioning of key concepts of democracy and citizenship within clientelist 

exchange relationships, which are accountability, agency, and the claiming of rights, and pays 

specific attention to a central “direct democracy” system in the organization of the piqueteros. 

 

Basado en una investigación etnográfica en dos barrios pobres en La Matanza, Gran Buenos 

Aires, esta tesis estudia la relación entre el clientelismo político, la democracia, y la ciudadanía. 

La tesis analiza las distintas formas del clientelismo y la red de relaciones por lo que la gente 

pobre y excluida está conectada con punteros y piqueteros con el objeto de obtener 

mercadería, planes sociales y soluciones para preocupaciones cotidianas. Ese estudio también 

investiga el funcionamiento de conceptos claves de la democracia y la ciudadanía dentro de la 

relación entre clientes y punteros, como “accountability”, “agency”, y el reclamo de derechos, y 

explícitamente presta atención a la sistema de la “democracia directa” que está central en la 

organización de los piqueteros.  
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Introduction     
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

“If you go to a mobilization then they [the piqueteros
1
] give the people some sugar, oil, 

spaghetti, or flower. Do you understand? And because of needs, people do mobilise 

themselves. (…) There arrives an enormous amount of goods; trucks full of goods. They could 

give it to everyone, without exceptions. But they do not do this. They play with it, and that is not 

a good thing. In the municipality happens just the same. The municipality has many things and 

could provide everyone in their needs, but in stead they only give a little bit every month to 

certain people.” Marta, 2008
2
 

 

Political clientelism – understood as the particularized exchange of votes and political support 

for goods, favors and services between the poor and political elites (Auyero 2000a: 19) – is 

according to scholars, politicians and the Argentine people themselves, widespread and 

commonplace in Argentina’s society (Brusco, Nazareno & Stokes 2004: 67). Through large 

informal networks mainly politicians of the Partido Justicialista and leaders of piqueteros 

organizations are involved in clientelist exchange relationships with poor excluded people. In 

this thesis I state that clientelist parties take advantage of poor voters but also that these poor 

excluded people use clientelism for surviving – although at the same time there are few 

alternative survival options and possibilities to connect to the state. Democracy does not reach 

the poorer sectors of society and it is in these sectors citizenship does not exist. Clientelism is 

the social structure dominating institutions, relations, and practices. Does this mean clients are 

passive victims of clientelism and clientelist relationships are by definition bad? Does it mean 

clients do not have any agency? That accountability does not exist and clients cannot claim 

rights? These are some of the questions I address in this thesis.  

Clientelism has been a recurrent theme in studying the links between the poor masses 

and political elites in Argentina (and in Latin America in general) and in analyzing the 

shortcomings of democratic institutions and citizenship. Argentina joined Latin America’s 

democratization wave and installed democracy in December 1983, after a brutal dictatorship 

that governed the country between 1976 and 1983. Since then, there is no tendency towards 

authoritarian regression and its democracy has showed unusual manoeuvring skills when 

confronted with serious military, political or economic crises (Peruzzotti 2001: 134; Diamond 

1996: 29; Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007). Yet, it has not led to the solving of the chronic institutional 

weakness and to the consolidation of this new democratic administration (Agüero 1998; 

O’Donnell 1996; Diamond 1996; Peruzzotti 2001). The country has been plagued by record 

levels of unemployment and poverty (see table 1) (GPN 2005; INDEC 2005; Grugel & Riggirozzi 

2007), generalized social protest, increasing frustration with political elites, growing crime rates 

                                                
1
 Piqueteros is the general name for new social movements of organized unemployed people which originated in the 

mid 1990’s in Argentina. They are named after and became famous because of their repertoire of protest: Piquetes 
(roadblocks, protests, and mobilizations).  
2
 Marta in interview April 24, 2008 
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(Auyero 2000b), the institutionalization of clientelism, and a severe contraction in gross 

domestic product (Peruzzotti 2004: 86).  

 

Tabel 1: Evolution of poverty, extreme poverty and unemployment in Argentina 

Date 

 

Poverty 

 

Extreme Poverty 

 

Unemployment 

 

Oct. 2002 57.5 27.5 19.1 

May 2003 54.7 26.3 15.6 

Semester 2, 2003 47.8 20.5 15.4 

Semester 1, 2004 44.3 17.0 14.6 

Semester 2, 2004 40.2 15.0 12.6 

Semester 1, 2005 38.5 13.6 12.5 

Semester 2, 2005 33.8 12.2 10.1 

Source: Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007: 98 

 

After the economic collapse in 1989, Peronist Carlos Menem was elected as president. Menem 

radically – and rapidly – restructured the economy and the role of the state. As in most Latin 

American countries he implemented neo-liberal adjustment policies, with as centrepiece The 

Convertibility Plan. This plan tied the Argentine peso to the dollar in order to overcome the ‘lost 

decade’ of the 1980s. Meanwhile the role of the state was weakened through decentralization 

(World Bank 2003; Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007). Throughout the 1990s, Argentina’s political life 

was repeatedly shaken by scandals,
3
 which even included the president himself (Peruzzotti 

2004: 88). These scandals fed civic anger toward governmental institutions, worsened by 

deteriorating social conditions, impoverishment and the explosion of unemployment and 

underemployment (Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007: 92; Peruzzotti 2004). It “affected protesters’ 

common grievances and interests, organizational forms, collective self-understandings, and 

opportunities to act thus altering the frequency and types of popular contention” (Auyero 2006: 

166). In these times the piqueteros originated – social movements of organised unemployed 

people – who can be seen as the example of how civic anger and common grievances led to a 

new form of popular protest.  

 Growing social unrest about political representation and worsening socio-economic 

conditions (and the collapse of The Convertibility Plan) eventually resulted in the 2001 

economic and political crisis. The Argentine peso devaluated with 75 percent and social 

protests of thousands piqueteros and other angry citizens under the slogan “Que se vayan 

todos” (Let’s get rid of them all!) took place in big cities in the country (Peruzzotti 2004; Grugel & 

Riggirozzi 2007). The most visible signs of the crisis have ebbed away under the leadership of 

Néstor Kirchner (2003-2007). The election of his wife Cristina Fernández de Kirchner as 

President in October last year and the high approval ratings of Néstor Kirchner himself 

                                                
3
 Such as “Swiftgate”, “Yomagate”, and the arms scandal (Peruzzotti 2004: 88) 
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(Peruzzotti 2004: 89), indicate that political representation has improved. The economic 

situation has also improved, with an annual average growth rate of almost 9 percent since 2003. 

However, Argentina’s democracy is still challenged by various factors, of which poverty and 

unemployment are important ones. Furthermore, political clientelism is still widespread. 

Clientelism even might have been extended with the incorporation of piqueteros organizations 

into clientelist networks of the government. This is one of the questions I explore in this thesis.  

The aim of this thesis is to study political clientelism in democratic Argentina. The 

central question that has guided my research is: How is one to understand the relationship 

between brokers and clients and in what way can this relationship be seen in the light of 

citizenship and democracy since the 1990s in Gran Buenos Aires,
4
 Argentina? I focus on the 

exchange relationship between clients and brokers (political brokers as well as leaders of 

piquetero movements) in order to get an insight into how clientelism functions at the 

neighbourhood level. This will also give more insight into the role of the piqueteros in clientelist 

networks and into their broker function as mediator between the poor masses and the Argentine 

government. Moreover, because it is in the relationship between clients and brokers the 

complexity of clientelism comes to the fore and the incomplete citizenship and fragility of Latin 

American democracies is reflected, studying this exchange relationship makes it possible to 

explore the way in which clientelism relates to democracy and citizenship.  

Studying political clientelism is both socially as academically relevant for a number of 

reasons. With the establishment of modern regimes
5
 – whether democratic of authoritarian – 

and with economic development, political clientelism was expected to disappear or to remain on 

the margins of society (Roniger 1994). However, as O’Donnell (1996) states, clientelism is still 

an important informal institution in Latin American new democracies even though democracy is 

‘the only game in town’. Although there is much scholarly attention, ethnographic research on 

political clientelism is scarce.
6
 This study thus contributes to the understanding of the 

phenomenon political clientelism from an ethnographic point of view. Furthermore it sheds light 

on the meaning of clientelist exchanges for the daily lives of clients and it contributes to the 

complex discussions about the relation between clientelism, democracy and citizenship.  

In order to answer the central question and to get more insight into the complex debates 

on the relation between clientelism, democracy and citizenship, I focus on some key concepts 

which play a crucial role in this relationship; namely accountability, agency and the claiming of 

rights. Accountability – understood as a mechanism of control in which various agencies (civil 

                                                
4
 Gran Buenos Aires or Greater Buenos Aires is an area that includes the Autonomous Federal Capital of Buenos Aires 

and 24 surrounding partidos (districts), also referred to as the Conurbano. The Federal Capital has its own government 
and the Conurbano is administered by the government of the province of Buenos Aires. The northern part of the 
Conurbano (e.g. San Isidro, Pilar) is a wealthy area. In contrast, mostly poor people live in the western (e.g. La 
Matanza, Morón) and southern (e.g. Avellaneda, Lanús, Lomas de Zamora) metropolitan areas. The total population of 
Gran Buenos Aires is about 13 million. For this study, I conducted research in two bordering neighbourhoods in La 
Matanza. 
5
 Roniger (1994) sees modernization as a process of mobilization, democratization, liberalization, rationality, and 

secularism. A modern democracy is characterized by universalistic standards of behaviour, and open rules of the game 
(accountability, representativeness, civility).  
6
 In Argentina, only Auyero and Levitsky did ethnographic research on political clientelism.  
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society, state institutions, and other segments of society) have the legally defined authority to 

sanction unlawful or otherwise inappropriate actions by the government (O’Donnell 1996) – is 

an important mechanism in the relationship between citizens and the state and is a key 

condition for the consolidation of Latin America’s new democracies. Agency – understood as 

the actions of individuals or groups, and their capacities to influence events (Allen & Tomas 

2000: 189) – plays a crucial role in the full exercise of citizenship, just as the claiming of 

citizenship rights by citizens. 

 The methods used in this study employ standard anthropological research techniques. 

During four months of fieldwork in Gran Buenos Aires (from February until June 2008) I have 

collected qualitative research data through open in-depth interviews and participant observation. 

I believe that qualitative research methods yield the most interesting and valuable data and 

afford the opportunity to collect the greatest amount of data possible given the complexity of 

political clientelism. I have conducted around 30 interviews with political brokers, piquetero 

leaders of the CCC, clients, researchers of Non Governmental Organizations working on 

clientelism in Argentina, and members of the ‘Movimiento de Trabajadores Desocupados La 

Matanza’ (MTD, Unemployed Workers Movement).
7
 Participant observation included 

participation, observation and informal conversations during a number of mobilizations, 

roadblocks, meetings, and assemblies of the CCC and during a support expression for the 

Partido Justicialista organized by political brokers. Participation in these activities was a good 

way to get into contact with clients and gave me valuable and relevant data about political 

clientelism, in specific about the exchange relationship between clients and brokers and the 

organization of the CCC.  

Given the limited time available for the research and the complexity and sensitivity of 

the subject political clientelism, I decided to limit the research to two bordering neighbourhoods. 

La Juanita and María Elena, the neighbourhoods I conducted the research, are located in 

Gregorio de Laferrere North, a city in the centre of La Matanza, the poorest district of the 

Conurbano Bonaerense. With around 250.000 habitants
8
 Gregorio de Laferrere is the biggest 

city of La Matanza and belongs to the poorest part with the highest unemployment rates.
9
 I have 

chosen to carry out the research in these neighbourhoods, because there is much political 

clientelism, but also because an organization in the capital had introduced me to the MTD. In 

general, my research activity and contacts to the research groups went smoothly, although I did 

encounter serious difficulties in getting entrance to the local political broker. He was very 

                                                
7
 In this thesis I only use the real names of piquetero leaders, researchers of NGO’s and members of the MTD La 

Matanza because they gave me permission to use their real names. Names of political brokers and clients are always 
invented by me because some explicitly asked me to and because it could harm others.  
8
 This number is estimated since official statistics are old and unreliable. According the INDEC there were 177.119 

habitants in G. de Laferrere in 2001 (www.lamatanza.gov.ar, consulted May 28, 2008). Acosta (in interview April 28, 
2008) told me there were around 350.000 habitants. The above mentioned number is in between these two estimations.  
9
 There is no official data about poverty and unemployment in the different cities. The only available data on poverty and 

unemployment is a socio-economic survey held by the municipality of La Matanza in 2004. The survey included only 
1200 households, so numbers are only an indication of reality. According to this survey 72,2% of the population in zone 
3 (where Gregorio de Laferrere is located) lives in poverty, 27% is unemployed and 32,2% of the population can’t 
provide themselves with the minimum calories necessary for a day.  
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suspicious towards me and did not want to speak to me, not until three months had passed. 

After a colleague of him had phoned him, he was willing to talk to me and let me participate in 

meetings. I assume his distance was out of fear I would pass on sensitive data to organizations 

or ministries.
10

 I am aware of the fact the data gathered in this last month might not be 

completely valuable given the limited possibilities to verify expressions and first observations. I 

tried to reduce this chance by also talking to a political broker in the centre of Gregorio de 

Laferrere and by participating in his political meetings.  

The thesis consists of two parts. I have chosen this division because it reflects the 

content and results of my research the best. In part one I concentrate on general characteristics 

of political clientelism in La Matanza in order to get a complete insight into this phenomenon. In 

the first section I outline the relation between clientelism and poverty to explore the existence of 

clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires. Then I expound the actors within clientelist networks, after 

which I elaborate in-dept on the exchange relationship in order to understand how clientelism 

functions at the neighbourhood level, what the role is of the piqueteros and political brokers, and 

how the relationship in itself functions. Part two deals with the relation between clientelism, 

democracy and citizenship. First I explain the meaning and functioning of a “democratic” system 

central in the organization of the CCC. In the second section I explore mechanisms of 

accountability from clients to brokers and vice-versa, after which I describe how poor people 

claim rights and participate in politics as clients in order to explore if clients have agency and 

how they exercise their (possible) agency. This will give more insight into the relation between 

clientelism, democracy and citizenship.     

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
10

 The first question he asked when I entered his house was for what kind of organization I was working, even though 
his colleague already ensured him I did research for the master Latin American and Caribean studies.  After I 
guaranteed the information would only be for me and I would use the data in complete anonymity, he gave me the 
benefit of the doubt and was willing to talk to me.  
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1. Political clientelism in La Matanza 

 

It is Wednesday the 9
th 

of April 2008. Today the Corriente Clasista y Combativa (CCC)
11

 

organizes a roadblock of 6 hours at km 22 of the national route 3 in La Matanza, Gran Buenos 

Aires. It is a historical place; in 2001 before the breakdown of Argentina’s government and 

economy, thousands of poor, unemployed and angry people from the CCC occupied these 

streets day and night for 18 days. Then they were protesting against the growing unemployment 

and poverty and demanded job security, payment of retarded salary and food provision. The 

roadblock was according to the CCC a great success because it contributed to the fall of the 

government a few months later and provided the organization with hundreds of national social 

assistance programs.
12

 Seven years later the CCC occupies these streets again. Although the 

political and economic situation of Argentina has changed a lot, the demands are still quite the 

same. Supported by lots of banners and drums, they demand their right to dignified 

employment, good education and better living conditions with a raise of the social assistance 

programs to 500 pesos
13

 as most important goal. Because the government is since weeks in a 

harsh conflict with the countryside and tens of roadblocks barricade almost the entire country,
14

 

the CCC decided to take these political problems as an opportunity for making their own 

demands and fighting for their own problems. Poverty and unemployment is, namely, still 

widespread in La Matanza, and with rising drug problems and criminality, the living situation is 

getting more tensed. 

 In the frontline of the roadblock is the security; they are in charge of the safety of the 

participants and maintain the unity of the mobilization. In shifts of two hours, most male 

participants fulfil the role of security, but there are also women standing in the front. Behind the 

security are two trucks and an ambulance located, blocking the road from which the leaders of 

the CCC speak to ‘their people’. The leaders of the CCC are what the literature calls brokers; 

they mediate between the state and their members (Auyero 2001; Ponce 2007; Gay 1998). The 

trucks and ambulance, besides their function as barricade, also give a sort of status to the 

organization serving as a signal to the government they are not just a small group of people 

whose needs can easily be ignored. This signal is strengthened by a group of twenty people 

                                                
11

 The CCC is one of the biggest organizations of unemployed people in Argentina. The CCC originated in 1994 and has 
its roots in the workers movements of the 1970s.  
12

 The government main safety net response to the economic crisis and the dramatic record levels of unemployment 
and poverty was the Programa Jefes y Jefas de Hogares Desempleados (Program for Male and Female Unemployed 
Households, hereafter Jefes y Jefas), set up in January 2002. The program offered 150 pesos a month to families who 
had lost their main source of income due to the crisis, in exchange for participation in projects such as community 
service, construction, school maintenance, and communal kitchens (World Bank 2003; CELS 2003; Grugel & Riggirozzi 
2007). Soon after Jefes y Jefas the government designed other similar social assistance programs of 150 peso a month 
for unemployed people. The government gave these social assistance programs to the CCC and other piqueteros 

movements because of the political pressure caused by organizing roadblocks and mobilizations.  
13

 The canasta básica is 606,85 pesos (www.indec.mecon.ar, consulted July 1, 2008) so the 500 peso the CCC asks for 
is still not enough for families to provide themselves in their basic needs, but it is much more than the 150 peso a month 
families receive nowadays. 
14

 Because of a raise of taxes on soy, meet and dairy products, farmers blocked many roads in the countryside 
paralyzing almost the entire country for 21 days.  
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who stand behind these trucks, carrying banners and making noise on drums. After this group 

of active participants, consisting mainly of people working in the organization, the roadblock 

consists of hundreds of other participants. Sitting on little chairs or lying in the grass on the side 

of the road, they drink maté
15

 and chat with their companions waiting until they can go home. 

These participants are members of the CCC, also known as clients; they are poor people who 

give their support in exchange for goods, services and other favors (Auyero 2002: 37-38).  

 Luis, a 73 year old man who joined the organization in 2000 after the factory in which he 

worked was closed, tells me he cannot understand there are so many young people 

participating. “Why are they not at school? (…) You have to work and study, that is the real life. 

What can they achieve in here?” Although he only drops by so that he is registered on the list,
16

 

he does think the roadblock is important. “I think the struggle of the CCC is very important 

because there are no possibilities for the people here. The government does not do a thing and 

leaves us behind. And this while there is so much potential in this country, so many raw 

materials. I do not understand why we cannot live in better conditions.” Among all clients I 

speak to prevails a feeling of abandonment by the government. “There are many poor people 

here and the government does not do a thing. That is why we have to go to the streets, then the 

government will have to listen … we hope,” says Mario, a man of about 50 years who joined the 

CCC eight years ago and always works in the security. Another recurrent theme many clients 

talk about is that the 150 peso they receive from the social assistance program is by far not 

enough to provide their families in their basic needs. Because of this most clients do all sort of 

changas
17

 but even then it is difficult to survive. Christina, a 55 year old woman, joined the CCC 

six months ago only because she needed some extra money. “Already after the age of forty you 

do not serve for anything, it is very difficult to find an employment,” she explains. “I needed the 

extra money, even though it is not much.” She does not participate out of conviction, “it is just 

part of the deal.”  

 At two o’clock Juan Carlos Alderete,
18

 Fredy Mariño
19

 and other leading figures of the 

organization climb up one of the trucks and give some passionate speeches about today’s 

happening. In front of the truck a small group of people is gathered who yell and applause after 

every powerful expression. When the speeches are over everyone packs their belongings and 

starts walking. Without any announcement all people present know the roadblock has come to 

an end and they can go home. Within fifteen minutes the streets are cleared. The garbage on 

the side of the road is the only sign that something happened here on the streets. 

What I have witnessed today is interpreted in different ways by different people. Some 

participants feel they are fighting for something very important and see it as a way of claiming 

                                                
15

 Maté is the national drink of Argentina. It is an infusion served with a metal straw from a shared hollow calabash 
gourd.  
16

 The CCC works with a system of puntaje in which clients receive a certain amount of points for participation in 
meetings, assemblies and mobilizations. These points are necessary for (continue) receiving a social assistance 
program and packages of goods. In part two I explain this system more in-dept.  
17

 Changas are temporary, low-paid, and unskilled jobs often carried out in poor working conditions.   
18

 Juan Carlos Alderete is the president of the CCC in La Matanza and national coordinator of the unemployed.  
19

 Fredy Mariño is vice-president of the CCC in La Matanza.  
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their citizenship rights. Others like going to mobilizations because they can hang out with their 

friends, drink some maté and relax for a day. For other clients it is part of their job, and they see 

it as just part of the deal. And some clients went to the mobilization for the bag of goods offered 

afterwards or they went out of fear their social assistance program would be taken away. For 

the leaders of the organization the roadblock was, apart from demanding better living and 

working conditions, the way of making politics, of making the government listening to them and 

of negotiating with them. For some members of the press, some politicians and social scientists 

it is a manifestation of “political clientelism”; for others it is the expression of popular discontent 

and the only possible way of political mobilization and holding the government accountable for 

poor, excluded, and unemployed people.  

 

The above described roadblock is an example of clientelist practices. Political support and 

participation in the roadblock is given in exchange for a package of goods and a social 

assistance program. Few would dispute that clientelist practices and patronage-based politics 

are commonplace in Latin America (Gordin 2002; Brusco, Nazareno & Stokes 2004). In a 

context of new democracies, of large informal economies, widespread unemployment and of 

increasing poverty and inequality (Levistky 2007; Kitschelt & Wilkinson 2007; O’Donnell 1996), 

clientelistic linkages that bind the masses through ‘direct, personal, and typically material side 

payments’ (Kitschelt 2000 in Levitsky 2007: 209) to elites, seems not that illogical.  

In Argentina, political clientelism has been a well-known phenomenon for a long time and 

is commonplace and widespread in society (Brusco, Nazareno & Stokes 2004: 67). Besides the 

more traditional clientelism (the exchange of votes and political support for goods and favors 

between the poor and political parties) another type of clientelism has emerged. As mentioned 

in the introduction, in the mid 1990s Argentina witnessed the upsurge of new social movements 

of well-organized unemployed people, called the piqueteros. To achieve their goals, the 

piqueteros organized massive piquetes (protests, roadblocks and mobilizations) in all big cities 

of Argentina (Aguilar 2005). The government has been able to temper these organizations or 

completely incorporate them by using social assistance programs as bargaining means. The 

government designed and implemented these social assistance programs as a reaction to the 

political and economic crisis of 2001. Besides functioning in clientelist networks of the 

government, the piqueteros also have created their own clientelist network. They use the social 

assistance programs and other goods received from the government as bargaining means – in 

exchange for political support and participation in mobilizations poor people receive a social 

assistance program, goods and favors – with their own members to achieve their political goals. 

 

“The nature of the piqueteros reciprocal relationship constitutes a clientelistic relationship. At 

this juncture it is clear that the piqueteros have forged a new type of clientelism, where in 

exchange for a measure of cooperation they receive state support and recognition as an 
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autonomous political force. In essence, the piqueteros have become an institutionalized or 

state sponsored protest organization.” Aguilar (2005: 8-9) 

 

In this part I explore these forms of political clientelism and their different characteristics. In the 

first section I explore the relation between poverty and clientelism. Subsequently I describe the 

clientelist network in La Juanita and María Elena and the different functions of the actors within 

this network. This will shed light on the role and position of the piqueteros within clientelism and 

on the differences with political brokers of the Partido Justicialista. In the third section I expound 

the exchange relationship between clients and brokers. I first describe the offers of brokers and 

the intention behind their offers, after which I explain the client’s point of view and their 

contraprestación. I end this section with a specific focus on clientelist relationships during the 

elections, in order to give a complete insight in the characteristics of clientelism in the 

neighbourhoods.  

 

1.1 Poverty and clientelism 

There is a strong relation between poverty and political clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires. In this 

section I argue not only that clientelist parties take advantage of the poverty and lack of 

autonomy of poor voters, but also that clientelism is used by clients as a survival strategy – 

although at the same time there are few alternative survival options in situations of social 

exclusion.
20

 Furthermore I argue it is not poverty and social exclusion alone that explains the 

existence of political clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires. There is also a strong relation between 

clientelism and the size (read amount of voters; thus power) of a district in combination with a 

chronic institutional weakness and lack of consolidation of Argentina’s democracy (O’Donnell 

1996; Diamond 1996; Peruzzotti 2001; Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007; Gruenberg April 8 2008). 

“Concepts as transparency, accountability, rights, and universality have disappeared and are 

not put into practice.”
21

 “The only way of getting access to public goods for poor and socially 

excluded people is through clientelist relationships because the quality of Argentina’s social 

politics is low.”
22

 In part two I explore more in-dept the relation between clientelism and 

democracy.  

Throughout Latin America, regardless of the economic development of a country, 

parties appealing to the poorer segments of society tend to practice clientelism (Kitschelt & 

Wilkinson 2007: 24). This is also the case in Argentina. The roots of clientelist networks in 

Argentina go back to Peronism (1946-1955, 1973-1976) (Levitsky 2001). Peronism changed 

“the terms of citizenship by establishing the pueblo, made up of unionized workers, the urban 

                                                
20

 Social exclusion is defined as ‘the process through which individuals or groups are wholly or partially excluded from 
full participation in the society in which they live.’ There are three key arenas of social exclusion: rights (human, civic, 
democratic), resources (human and social capital, labour and productive markets, state provision, common property 
resources), and relationships (family networks, wider support networks, voluntary organizations) (Allen & Thomas 2000: 
121). Social exclusion thus entails a political, economic and social/cultural element.  
21

 Gruenberg in interview April 8, 2008 
22

 Ugo in interview February 28, 2008 
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poor and the lower middle classes, as a political actor with rights to economic and social 

inclusion” (Grugel & Riggirozzi 2007: 88). Although the Peronist party originated as a 

charismatic party, after the overthrow of its leader Juan Domingo Péron in 1955, it changed into 

a ‘movement organization’ with deep informal ties to these working- and lower-class sectors of 

society. Nowadays the Peronist party, the Partido Justicialista, consists of a range of such 

informal clientelist networks – based on unions, clubs, NGO’s, soup kitchens, and even 

activists’ homes – which together form a powerful base-level party infrastructure (Levitsky 

2001). Political clientelism appeared not destined ‘to disappear or even to remain on the 

margins of society [in Latin America] with the establishment of modern regimes – whether 

democratic or authoritarian – or with economic development’
23

 (Roniger 1994: 3).  

Among scholars there is no agreement on the relation between poverty and clientelism. 

Some argue that clientelist parties take advantage of the poverty and lack of autonomy of poor 

voters (Brusco, Nazareno & Stokes 2004: 84; Fox 2004). Poor people would be more sensitive 

to clientelistic transfers (Calvo & Murillo 2004) and they would be more risk-averse (Stokes 

2007; Medina & Stokes 2007), and therefore they would value more highly ‘a bag of goodies in 

hand today than the promise of a redistributive public policy tomorrow’ (Stokes 2007: 22). 

Others see poor people not just as passive victims of clientelist practices, but argue that clients 

are agents and use clientelism as a survival strategy (Auyero 2000a; Lazar 2004). Clientelism 

can bring financial advantage and it can help the poor in solving everyday problems which they 

cannot solve in formal, legal ways. A third account is that, rather than poverty generating 

clientelism, clientelism generates poverty. Clientelist parties may develop an interest in holding 

back income growth as a strategy to stay in power (Stokes 2007), or just the mere existence of 

clientelism increases policy inefficiency and inequality (Robinson & Verdier 2003).  

As mentioned above, in my study it appears that not only clientelist parties take 

advantage of the poverty and lack of autonomy of poor voters, but also that clientelism is used 

by clients as a survival strategy. These two viewpoints do not exclude one another. In situations 

of extreme poverty and social exclusion an opportunity of receiving goods is taken with both 

hands, even when the goods are given with political intentions. Furthermore, it appears that 

even though there are few alternative survival options other than clientelism in situations of 

social exclusion, clients do deliberately use the exchange relationships for surviving and 

connection to the state. “As long as the state excludes a part of the population (…) then 

clientelism will say ‘come, come participate’ (…) clientelism will embrace them.”
24

 This 

corresponds with a point of view of Auyero:  

 

                                                
23

 Although specific forms of clientelism may be undermined with economic development, new forms already have 
emerged cutting across levels of economic development and types of political regimes (Roniger 1994: 3). Clientelism 
not only exists in the poorer countries of the world, but also in more economic developed countries, such as Italy and 
Russia. Perhaps it is more relative poverty and inequality that has a strong relationship with the persistence of 
clientelism, then just the existence of poverty itself.  
24

 Gruenberg in interview April 8, 2008 
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“Nowadays, the electoral machine grows and these [clientelist] types of relations grow at the 

same time, because there is more unemployment, there is more poverty and there are more 

problems to resolve. And the people cannot resolve them through the labour market. People 

have to live and resolve their problems in another way. […] political clientelism […] is one of 

these ways through which the poorer sectors become related to politics.” Auyero (in Página 

12, November 2007)
25

 

 

Clientelism is thus not always something bad: It is the way in which the poorer sectors of society 

survive and become related to politics. And although clients have little choice in the involvement 

into clientelist relationships, they certainly do use clientelism for their own good and have 

agency within these clientelist relationships, as will become clear in this thesis. In the next 

sections I elaborate these statements while I explore how the clientelist network looks like and 

how clientelist exchange relationships function.  

 

1.2 The clientelist network  

Clientelist relationships in La Juanita and María Elena take place in a context of poverty, 

deprivation and unemployment. The neighbourhoods are not well kept: Streets are not paved, 

there are no side-walks, supermarkets, shops and other facilities, there is no sewer, no lighting 

on the streets, and many houses are of bad quality. The land in María Elena is illegally taken 

which means people are not the owner of the land on which they have built their houses. Only 

since 2005 there is drinking water in the neighbourhood. There is one public school for both 

neighbourhoods, but education is of poor quality; lessons are cancelled every week, there are 

more than 35 children in one classroom, and there is no fixed education program. Furthermore, 

there are many problems with the youth; only some finish secondary school and most young 

people take drugs, alcohol and/or are involved in different sorts of criminality. Besides the 

clientelist actors present in these neighbourhoods, there is also the ‘Movimiento de 

Trabajadores Desocupados de la Matanza’ (MTD, Unemployed Workers Movement of La 

Matanza). This movement is nationally known because they are independent and refuse to get 

involved in clientelist networks of the government. In their association they organize English 

classes, sport and theatre activities for the youth, a daily fair in which people from the 

neighbourhood can sell their belongings, and they have a nursery school and various micro-

credit programs. For sport and other leisure activities there is also a community centre in these 

neighbourhoods.  

 Within La Juanita and María Elena the three key actors within clientelist networks 

(patrons, brokers, and clients) are all three present. The patron – the political actor (mayor, 

political leader, office holder) who delivers goods and material resources to his brokers (Auyero 

2000a: 83-117) – is in general from the Partido Justicialista but he is not visible and no one 

knows who he is. The Partido Justicialista has “developed clientelism in Argentina to the 

                                                
25

 Auyero, J. Interviewed by Halperín, J. (2007) in ‘Los Saqueos de 2001 no fueron una conspiración’ Página 12 Digital. 
Http://www.pagina12.com.ar/diario/sociedad/3-95214-2007-11-25.html, consulted on 27-11-2007  
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maximum”
26

 and is especially strong in La Matanza. Not entirely coincidental, La Matanza is in 

general seen as the district of political clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires. This is for different 

reasons. First, it is the most densely populated district with almost two million people.
27

 This 

makes it important during the elections. “The government understands every time better that La 

Matanza is what Florida is in the United States. Because of this, nowadays they invest more in 

La Matanza. This is a good thing.”
28

 Some even think “La Matanza can decide the elections 

because of the amount of habitants.”
29

 Clientelist networks in La Matanza, thus, may bring a lot 

of political power for politicians and political parties given the amount of voters. Because of this, 

there are an uncountable amount of Unidades Básicas
30

 in La Matanza. Unidades Básicas have 

a crucial function in the party networks of the Peronist Party (Auyero 2000). They are the 

‘primary organ of the party’ and the neighbourhood branches out of which political brokers 

operate (Levitsky 2001: 43).   

Second, because La Matanza is one of the poorer and unemployed districts of the 

Conurbano many people are dependent on social assistance (in the form of programs, food 

packages, medicines, mattresses etc). These means are almost completely incorporated in 

clientelist networks and used by brokers for political goals. Because of the poverty and 

unemployment there originated also a lot of piqueteros organizations in La Matanza – fighting 

for more work, better working conditions, and more social assistance – who, as stated above, 

got involved in clientelism as well after the implementation of social assistance programs by the 

government in 2001.  

 

“There is always movement”: Brokers in clientelist networks 

Brokers are mediators between the patron and his clients. Enjoying the power that comes with 

their mediating function, brokers are expert manipulators of information and people. What is 

distinctive about them and clients is the amount of social capital
31

 they have. “Social capital is a 

central means of distinguishing brokers from their clients” (Auyero 2000a: 83-117). In clientelist 

networks in Gran Buenos Aires are two main actors who have a broker function.
32

 On the one 

hand are the political brokers (in Argentina known as punteros); they work directly for the 

Partido Justicialista and have a close relationship with the mayor. On the other hand are the 

                                                
26

 Gruenberg in interview April 8, 2008 
27

 According to a survey of the national institute of statistics and censuses (INDEC) of 2001 La Matanza has 1.249.958 
habitants. However this survey is unreliable because of difficulties with the execution (www.lamatanza.gov.ar, consulted 
June 18, 2008). Various persons I interviewed told me La Matanza has around two million habitants (Gruenberg, April 
8

th
; Acosta, April 25

th
; Ugo, February 28

th
) which is credible since the census of 2001 is not reliable and even when this 

number was close to reality, the population has grown in eight years.  
28

 Elena in interview May 21, 2008 
29

 Acosta in interview April 25, 2008 
30

 Unidades Básicas or Base Units. Unidades Básicas are neighbourhood centres of the Partido Justicialista headed by 
a political broker. 
31

 Social relations are resources for individuals. As Wacquant (1993, 39 in Auyero 2000a: 227) points out: “Among the 
resources that individuals can draw upon to implement strategies of social mobility are those potentially provided by 
their lovers, kin, and friends and by the contacts they develop within the formal associations to which they belong – in 
sum, the resources they have access to by virtue of being socially integrated in solidary groups, networks, or 
organizations, what Bourdieu calls ‘social capital.’”  
32

 From now on I refer to brokers from the Partido Justicialista as ‘political brokers’ and use the word ‘brokers’ to refer to 
both political brokers as well as the piqueteros.  
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piqueteros; they sometimes work for the Partido Justicialista or another political party but mainly 

they work for themselves. Although the function of these two different brokers in clientelist 

networks is clearly distinguishable, the division is not fixed and unchangeable. “The political 

brokers work directly for politics. The piqueteros work or for themselves or for politics. But this 

as well may change. It is not a fixed block with a patron, some political brokers etc. Different 

relationships intersect and change. There is always movement.”
33

 Brokers can even have both 

identities or change from identity. “Many political brokers are piqueteros, many piqueteros are 

political brokers. Nowadays everything is mixed, the piqueteros, the political brokers, 

everything.”
34

 Both types of brokers are present in La Juanita and María Elena.  

 

Political brokers 

In La Juanita and María Elena there is only one political broker.
35

 Jorge is a man of 52 years 

old, tall, strong and always very serious. He is also active in the neighbourhood Castillo South, 

a neighbourhood close to the city González Catán more to the south of La Matanza. Moreover 

he is employed by the municipality of La Matanza. It is from this employment and his connection 

to the Partido Justicialista Jorge is appointed by the municipality as political broker. He 

explained me his function in the neighbourhood: “So I am the connection between the 

municipality and the neighbourhood. All this social work is voluntary; I do this as a militant of the 

Peronist party.”
36

 Jorge thus says to devote himself voluntary to the needs of the people in his 

neighbourhood as a political militant of the Partido Justicialista.  

Auyero (2000a) described in-detail the work of political brokers in his rich ethnography 

on political clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires. He states that political brokers certainly do “favors” 

for their clients, but they do not work alone. In Argentina, political brokers channel resources to 

and do favors for their potential voters with help of an inner circle of followers. “The problem-

solving-network consists of a series of wheels of irregular shape, pivoting around the different 

brokers” (Auyero 2000a: 91). Jorge also has constructed a network of followers of political 

militants around him who help him with his daily activities, such as the distribution of goods. 

Besides his wife, who works in the municipality as well, he is supported by mainly young 

Peronists who live in the neighbourhood and know Jorge because they are family or friends. 

Some of these young militants are studying at the University of La Matanza, but there also 

some who have not studied at all. The ones who are not studying receive the social assistance 

program Bonaerense
37

 (150 peso a month) from the municipality in exchange for their political 

activities or they have a small job thanks to being a political militant. 

                                                
33

 María in interview February 25, 2008 
34

 Gruenberg in interview April 8, 2008 
35

 One political broker for two neighbourhoods is very little. In most neighbourhoods in La Matanza there is in general 
one political broker every four blocks (called manzanas). La Juanita and María Elena consist of more or less 12 
manzanas.  
36

 Jorge in interview April 26, 2008 
37

 A social assistance program for unemployed people in Gran Buenos Aires  
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These political militants cannot be called political brokers because they do not enjoy the 

same amount of power and social capital as political brokers normally have. Furthermore the 

little power they do enjoy (access or knowing the connections to get access to for example food, 

mattresses, and social assistance programs) is dependent on Jorge; if he wants to exclude 

them from his circle, it is possible. Esteban, a man of 25 years old, is such a political militant 

and works since more than 13 years for Jorge. He always walks through the neighbourhood, 

helps in gathering people for mobilizations, and assists in the distribution of food packages. He 

receives the program Bonaerense, but Jorge is promising him to give him an employment at the 

municipality “soon”.   

Although Jorge is the only political broker in La Juanita and María Elena, he is not well 

known. People tend to associate the word puntero only with people who work during the 

elections. “The political brokers are only here during the elections, they pressure the people, 

influence them. But now they do not work. Supposedly they work for the municipality, but they 

do not do anything. They are the ñoquis, as we call them. They receive money as if they have a 

job, but in reality they do not work.”
38

 Esteban, on the other hand, is better known in the 

neighbourhood because he is the most visible political militant of all the young Peronists and is 

always present. Most people know he works for politics but he is, correctly, not called a political 

broker. People simply refer to him as “the boy who works in politics.” 

In La Juanita and María Elena there is only one Unidad Básica.
39

 In this Unidad Básica 

Jorge is active and going for presidency. Jorge explained me the function of Unidades Básicas 

in the following manner: “Unidad Básica means the union of the basis, and this are the political 

militants. In the Unidades Básicas we work with basic problems of the neighbourhood such as 

poverty, health, malnutrition, floods, sport and recreation.”
40

 Levistky (2001: 52) demonstrates 

that much of the Unidades Básicas’ social assistance is clientelistic; more than two-thirds of the 

organizations surveyed for his study engaged in the direct distribution of food and medicine, and 

nearly a quarter of the Unidades Básicas regularly provided jobs for their constituency.
41

 In La 

Juanita the Unidad Básica is not engaged in the direct distribution of food and medicine, except 

during the election times. Normally, the Unidad Básica is open two times a week in the evening 

for political reunions of its members and members of other locations. Furthermore the militants 

participate in activities for the municipality, such as carrying out a census, organizing recreation 

in the summer and distributing information on government activities.  

Unidades Básicas play a crucial role in linking working- and lower-class citizens to the 

state, not only through clientelism, but also through a range of social and cultural activities, and 

other social welfare services. They sometimes even function as channels of grassroots 

participation by creating arenas for debate or holding regular meetings with local politicians 

                                                
38

 Graciela in interview March 3, 2008 
39

 One Unidad Básica is also very little. In general there are several Unidades Básicas in one neighbourhood, one every 
4 blocks.  
40

 Jorge in interview April 26, 2008 
41

 He surveyed 112 Unidades Básicas of the Partido Justicialista in La Matanza, Quilmes and the city of Buenos Aires 
(Levistky 2001).  
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(Levistky 2001: 56). In the centre of Gregorio de Laferrere there are an uncountable amount of 

these types of Unidades Básicas. During my research I got to know one of such Unidad Básica 

in the centre in the form of a popular library. This library is open almost every day; medicines, 

food and other goods are distributed from there and poor people can come for help. “People 

come to the library for medicines, roofing, social assistance programs, mattresses etc. And 

because we work in politics and we know the people there, we can give them the goods in a 

more direct way.”
42

 Every two weeks a political meeting is organised for everyone in the 

neighbourhood. In these meeting are local politicians, social workers or even doctors invited to 

talk about a specific theme. This kind of Unidades Básicas serve thus, as described by Auyero 

(2000a), as a ‘problem-solving-network’ for the poor, in contrast to the Unidad Básica in La 

Juanita, which is only active in solving problems and organizing social and cultural activities 

during the elections.   

 

The piqueteros 

In La Juanita and María Elena the CCC is the piqueteros organization dominating the 

neighbourhood and much stronger within the clientelist network than Jorge and the Unidad 

Básica. Migilina
43

 explains the meaning of the name: “We are clasista because we are all from 

the same social class. Combativa because we fight against a system with which we do not 

agree.” The CCC is organized around three afluentes: The employed workers, the unemployed 

workers and the retired. Although its leader, Juan Carlos Alderete, denies to be connected to a 

political party, newspapers, television programs, clients and even neighbourhood leaders say 

the CCC is part of the Partido Comunista Revolucionario (PCR, Revolutionary Communist 

Party). “The politics of the CCC and the PCR is the same. Nationally, 99% of the directors of the 

CCC are also members of the PCR.”
44

  

In 1994, they originated in La Juanita and María Elena and as the first of Gran Buenos 

Aires started to organize themselves. Because of this the CCC has many members in these 

neighbourhoods, is very popular and much better known than Jorge. Even the central 

organization of the CCC in La Matanza is located in La Juanita. In the former building of the 

public school (the building is still known as ‘the yellow school’ although it is no longer a school 

and it is no longer yellow) they constructed offices, an assembly room, a communal kitchen and 

nursery school. In the middle of the building there is a big patio in which the weekly 

assemblies
45

 are held. From this location the organization of the CCC is directed, the social 

assistance programs are coordinated and food and other materials to other neighbourhoods in 

La Matanza are distributed. Besides this location the CCC also has a medical clinic situated in 

María Elena, a women’s care in La Juanita and several cooperatives in Gregorio de Laferrere.  

                                                
42

 Elena in interview May 21, 2008 
43

 Vice-president of the CCC, in interview April 25, 2008 
44

 Antonio, leader of the Youth, in interview May 25, 2008 
45

 The assembly is held on Saturday and is for all CCC members of all the neighbourhoods of La Matanza (43 in total).  
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In contrast to Jorge, who fulfils his broker function thanks to the municipality, the 

leadership of the CCC is democratically chosen by its own members just after the organization 

originated. In an assembly several candidates were brought up after which Juan Carlos 

Alderete was chosen as general leader and Fredy Mariño and Migilina as vice-presidents. 

Interesting is the leadership has never changed and there has never been any re-elections, 

although the organization works with a system of “direct democracy” (see part two). Even 

though the leadership is not appointed by the municipality, they do fulfil a broker function; they 

are the intermediaries between the government and their members. Because of concessions 

made with the government, the leaders “have been favored with a certain level of autonomy and 

influence. The piquetero leaders enjoy their power thanks to subsidies, food, and temporary job 

opportunities that they receive from different factions within the Argentine government” (Porce 

2007: 12). Although the piqueteros do not always work directly for a political party and earning 

votes is not always their primary goal, they thus fulfil a broker function. The leaders mediate 

between poor people and the state and use public goods as bargaining means with their own 

members. Just as there emerged a new form of clientelism with the upsurge of piquetero 

movements, the concept of political brokers has changed and expanded.  

 

There is no relationship between Jorge and the CCC although they are only houses away from 

each other. Both speak negatively about each other and do not want anything to with one 

another. Jorge accuses the CCC of practicing political clientelism. “I do not agree with the 

activities of the piqueteros. They use the needs of poor people for their own good. The CCC 

makes poor people participate in roadblocks and mobilizations in exchange for food and other 

goods, while they can also work or take care of their children in this time. You cannot do this.”
46

 

Moreover they protest against the government he is working for. The CCC, on the other hand, is 

against everything that is related to Kirchner and the Partido Justicialista. They accuse the 

government and political brokers of practicing clientelism and deliberately excluding them and 

poor people of society. Against this system they want to fight. Logically, there is also no 

relationship between the CCC and the Unidad Básica in the neighbourhood. Sometimes the 

CCC cooperates with the MTD and the public school, but only when the struggle is in both 

interests. Martín, employee of the public school, gives an example:  

 

“This building exists since 1996-1997. Before then, the school was located in the building in 

which the CCC nowadays is located. After the floods this entire building was ruined and the 

CCC took it over. Then, in cooperation with the CCC, with help of the political pressure of 

the CCC, we achieved the government would build a new and good building on the location 

the school is situated nowadays. (…) I signed the papers that the yellow school would be for 

the CCC. We both served each other.”
47

 

 

                                                
46

 Jorge in interview April 26, 2008 
47

 Martín in interview April 11, 2008 
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Clients 

Clients are in general poor people who give their political support to a broker or patron in 

exchange for particularistic goods, favors, or services (Auyero 2002). In La Juanita and María 

Elena many poor people are a member of the CCC. They receive a social assistance program 

and goods in exchange for political support and participation. The CCC has around 350 

members in La Juanita and María Elena, and around 3500 members in La Matanza. The 

majority is over the age of forty; from then on it is difficult to find a job, especially without any 

education. Damarí explains: “I used to work as a housekeeper in a family in the capital but in 

2001 they fired me, of course. Since then it is impossible to find a job. After the age of forty you 

do not serve for anything anymore. (…) So now I work in this communal kitchen. It is nice, 

because I can talk a lot with the other women.”
48

 There are also various pensioners who worked 

all their lives in factories until they were closed in the mid 1990s. An elderly woman told me she 

and her husband joined the CCC because their pension is not much and they can use the extra 

money. They moved to La Matanza in the 1960s and Raúl, her husband, worked ever since in a 

factory near María Elena. When this factory was closed in 1997, he was too old to work so they 

joined the CCC. There are also many young people who join the CCC. The majority are children 

of older members. There is a special youth department and in particular during mobilizations 

there are many young people present because they receive a bag of goods afterwards. Some 

are still at school, some are already studying, but most of them do not go to school because 

they do not like going, because they have to earn money with temporary jobs, or, in the case of 

girls, they have children to take care of. Most of these clients are also involved in clientelist 

relationships with political brokers at the same time, only during election time, or after they left 

the CCC. Clients are thus involved in clientelism of the CCC as well as of political brokers at the 

same time.  

 

In Gran Buenos Aires, there is especially much clientelism in La Matanza as this district has a 

strong connection to the clientelist Peronist party and can have the decisive vote in the 

elections. There are also many piqueteros organizations present due to these factors and the 

high unemployment and poverty rates. Although in La Juanita and María Elena there is only one 

political broker of the Partido Justicialista, it is clearly visible he functions in a network that 

consists of political militants and Unidades Básicas, pivoting around him. Because of their 

(partial) incorporation in clientelist networks of the government, the piquetero leaders have 

broadened the concept of political brokers; although there is not always a direct relationship 

with a political party, earning votes is not their primary goal and they are not assigned by the 

municipality (as in the case of political brokers), the leaders do mediate between their members 

and politics. In the following section I explore in-debt the exchange relationship between political 
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brokers, piquetero leaders and clients in order to get a better understanding of the functioning of 

clientelism. 

 

1.3 A habitual logic: The exchange relationship between clients and brokers 

The relationship between clients and brokers is not about equality, but inequality; it is not 

formal, but based on personal ties; not about rights, but about favors; and not about democracy, 

but about negotiated authoritarianism
49

 (Taylor 2004: 214). Clientelism creates an inherently 

contradictory situation and dependency in the exchange relationship is created. “Asymmetrical 

power and/or inequality is combined with solidarity, and potential and/or actual coercion 

coexists with an ideological emphasis on the voluntary nature of the attachment” (Roniger 1994: 

4). The exchange between clients and brokers is direct and it functions through mechanisms of 

inclusion and exclusion. It concerns goods from which non-participants in the exchange can be 

excluded and politicians target a range of benefits only to individuals or small groups who have 

already delivered or promise to deliver electoral support (Kitschelt & Wilkinson 2007: 9-10). 

Voters, on the other hand, dedicate their votes only to certain politicians because they think that 

to do so will improve their own or their family’s prospects (Kitschelt & Wilkinson 2007: 10; Taylor 

2004: 215; Stokes 2007).  

Within clientelist relationships there is the objective reality of an exchange of votes and 

political support for favors. Auyero’s research reveals that there is also a subjective, lived reality 

of a relationship that it experienced not as a transaction but as a part of a universe of habitual 

logic that goes without saying (Auyero 1999; Gay 2006). Clientelism is, according to Auyero, 

completely integrated in clients’ lives and part of the habitual practical knowledge. Clientelism is 

a habitus – defined as a system “of durable and transposable dispositions, structured structures 

which are predisposed to function as structuring structures” (Bourdieu 1972: 155; 1980: 88-89, 

in Vandenberghe 1999: 48) – which ‘mediates between the invisible system of structured 

relations (by which actions are shaped) and the visible actions of actors (which structure 

relations)’ (Vandenberghe 1999: 48). In other words, clientelism is a social structure, even 

though it pretends to be the natural order of the world, and is thus both shaped by its position in 

society as by the practices of the clients who live in it (Trier 2002; Krais 2006).   

In this section I expound there certainly is “clientelist logic” in the neighbourhoods; 

relationships, power differences, and the exchange itself are seen as elements of the routine 

within an everyday network of (clientelist) relationships. Yet clients are suspicious if the intention 

of brokers behind the exchange is too obvious and the transaction takes place outside their 

daily lives, such as during the elections. Then clientelist exchanges are not habitual practical 

knowledge but are defined as clientelism and perceived as an exchange of votes and political 

support for favors and goods.   

                                                
49

 The power relationships between the parties (clients and brokers) are acknowledged – and even accepted – as being 
inherently and steeply unequal but each needs the other in order to further their cause, and as such even the subaltern 
dealer can wield a little power (Taylor 2004: 214).  
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Although both political brokers as well as piqueteros organizations offer mainly public goods 

and favors to their clients, the exchange and more significant the intention of the exchange is 

very different.  

 

The offers  

Because of their employment and connections to the municipality, political brokers can offer all 

sort of public goods, such as food packages, mattresses, roofing, medicines, sewing machines 

and social assistance programs. So it concerns goods from which non-participants in the 

exchange can be excluded. Some political brokers also offer money in exchange for 

participation in mobilizations or political support. Elena, a political militant in the Unidad Básica 

‘Biblioteca Popular Eva Peron’ explained me their work: “If there are problems we try to resolve 

them through politics. (…) Sometimes when someone goes to the medical clinic for medicines 

they say they do not have any. So people come here and because I have connections in the 

medical clinic I try to arrange the prescription or the medicines. And sometimes I even arrange 

an appointment with the doctor.”
50

 Furthermore political brokers arrange small favors for people 

in their neighbourhood. Jorge enthusiastically told me how he helped the neighbourhood centre 

when they had financial problems. “I asked all the fathers to pay 10 peso so we could make 

locro.
51

 On Sunday we sold this locro and from the money earned they could pay the rent. (…) 

We are capable of taking care of ourselves. We have to recover the social and solidarity 

network.”
52

 

Besides these goods and small favors, political brokers have an important 

organizational function in the neighbourhood. They arrange bureaucratic favors and organize 

political- and neighbourhood meetings. In La Juanita and María Elena, Jorge is active in 

everything that is related to the municipality: Distributing information on municipality projects, 

such as a project of changing normal lamps into low energy lamps or a project of asphalting the 

streets; organizing the fulfilment of the contraprestación of Jefes y Jefas, mediating and 

monitoring the distribution of food packages, mediating the application of micro credit programs, 

organizing summer activities for the children and organizing the arrangement of documents 

(such as passports). Furthermore he organizes information meetings about alcoholism, drugs 

related problems, medicines, the use of contraceptives, and he organizes political meetings in 

which they talk about politics, the political, social and economic situation in Argentina and local 

problems and issues, of which the disappearance of solidarity is the most important one. Given 

the amount and type of activities of brokers in the neighbourhoods it is not strange clientelist 

exchanges are habitual logic. Yet, although this work is social and may not be perceived as 

undemocratic and clientelistic, it is only directed to those who probably deliver electoral support 
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 Locro is a typical Argentine food that is served on May 25, the anniversary of the May Revolution. It is a kind of soup 
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since the intention of brokers is to gain the minds of the people so they will vote for the Peronist 

party, as I will explain in the next paragraph.  

 

The most important offer of the piqueteros is the social assistance programs they got from 

pressuring the government with roadblocks and mobilizations. There are four different social 

programs the CCC offers to clients: Jefes y Jefas, Programa de Empleo y Capacitación 

(Employment and Trainings Program, PEC), Bonaerense and Familias. Since registration for a 

social assistance program is closed and the government does not grant any new programs, the 

programs have become a good from which non-participants in the CCC can easily be excluded. 

All programs are for unemployed people and consist of 150 peso a month. Beneficiaries of 

Jefes Y Jefas and PEC officially have to do four hours community work a day in exchange for 

receiving the program. Jefes y Jefas is for people with at least on child under 18; PEC is for 

people without any children. Beneficiaries of the program Bonaerense also have to work in 

exchange; they have to work in productive projects and institutional assistance but fixed hours 

are not demanded. The program Familias is for poor, unemployed people with at least one child 

under 18 and there is no contraprestación demanded. Beneficiaries do have to hand in medical 

and educational papers from the children twice a year. Officially this program is not part of 

clientelist networks and is not in hands of any piquetero movement, but through monitoring the 

changing over of clients from Jefes y Jefas to Familias the CCC has been able to incorporate 

some programs into the organization. 

Because of their (partial) incorporation into the government the CCC also offers other 

public goods and small favors to their members just as the political brokers. A few examples of 

these offers are food packages, medicines, houses, work in one of the cooperatives, 

mattresses, medicines, roofing, and educational trainings. In theory, these goods are only 

offered to those who participate in mobilisations, meetings and assemblies and who are thus 

actively involved in the organization, but in practice there are many members who never 

participate and still receive. In theory, the CCC gives priority to those who need the help the 

most because sometimes there are not enough food packages or social assistance programs 

for everyone, but in reality it is not like that. “(...) someone on top of the list [waiting list for a 

social program] with many points and no children, they give priority to this person while there is 

also a new member with a family to take care of on the same list.”
53

 Migilina explained me their 

system: “When a compañero goes to a mobilization we always give him a food package, this 

are six products. And when a compañero is ill, hospitalized, depressed, different things, then we 

also give him one. In this moment there is not enough for every compañero so that only those 

who have participated receive, and the rest at this moment not.”
54

 Dependent on the importance 

of the mobilisation and of the amount of goods present clients receive the goods after every 

mobilisation or after a few mobilisations. This is decided upon by the leadership of the 
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organization in cooperation with the neighbourhood coordinators of María Elena because this is 

the biggest neighbourhood of the CCC. There are thus no fixed rules about the distribution and 

amount of goods after participation in mobilizations.  

 

The intention behind the offers 

As explained above, that what objectively speaking is an exchange relationship is rarely ever 

perceived or represented as such. An important part of the brokers’ performance is even to 

explicitly and emphatically deny the political content of their actions (Auyero 2000a: 117). 

Exchange relationships in La Juanita and María Elena are also rarely perceived or represented 

as such. Both political brokers as well leaders of the piquetero movement explicitly mentioned 

they do not associate their work with clientelism.  Political brokers see their work as Peronist 

militant as a voluntary social work, which stands apart from their employment in politics.  

 

“We are always spreading consciousness more than own gains. In this way people know 

when the elections are coming who really thinks of the neighbourhood, who really thinks of 

them, who works for them. So then people know on who to vote. But this is not political 

clientelism. We do not give things to people in exchange for their votes. We do not give 

them food packages or something. It does not make sense giving things in exchange for 

votes. It is not that simple. Moreover you cannot know on who people are going to vote. It 

does not work that simple that if you give something the people are going to vote on you.”
55

  

 

Jorge is thus well aware of the fact that it is not just the giving of goods to people that will make 

them vote for you. The citation does indicate that if it would be that simple, he would use these 

means in order to win as many votes as possible. The CCC also denies having something to do 

with political clientelism. Juan Carlos Alderete argued that “people are convinced if we go to a 

mobilization or a roadblock. They do not go because we bring them. Journalists, intellectuals 

etc. say people are forced to go but it is not like that. Against this we are fighting, it is a political 

battle, but I think we are winning. They say this because they believe poor people cannot think, 

but they are going to learn it is not like that.”
56

   

 As the quote of Jorge confirms, the ultimate goal of political brokers is winning votes 

and political support. They do have other intentions. Most brokers say to work out of social 

motives because they want to contribute to the neighbourhood. “It is not something easy, being 

a militant. Without dedication you cannot do this especially because there is so much poverty 

and misery.”
57

 Depending on the political broker these social motives are sincere or only used 

as an excuse because their conviction is that poor people are best reached through social 

activities and favors. Although Jorge explicitly mentioned he works out of social convictions and 

although he puts a lot of emphasis on his commitment to the recovering of solidarity in the 
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neighbourhood, I assume he only has political intentions. He knows political clientelism 

functions psychological; more than receiving goods and favors it is the feeling of care that 

makes people vote for a certain party. This is best reached by accelerating bureaucratic 

obstacles that normally can take years, by investing in necessities of the neighbourhood (such 

as paving roads) or by investing in a feeling of solidarity and unity among neighbours.  

 The CCC also frames her struggle and work in a social discourse. Supposedly they are 

a social organization fighting for more dignified work, more social assistance for those with the 

highest needs, better education, and an increase of the amount of the social assistance 

programs in order to be able to provide themselves at least in their basic needs. At first sight it 

seems this intention is sincere, however, very contradictory is the fact the CCC uses the 

assistance they get from pressuring the government to oblige their members to participate in 

piquetes and meetings. “‘You went to a roadblock, tomorrow I will give you a bag of goods.’ 

That is how it functions. ‘You block the road, I give you something.’”
58

 Ana, former 

neighbourhood assistant, explained me how this functions:   

 

“They only give to people who mobilise themselves. And if someone was not able to go 

because he was ill then we have to justify it, since the goods are present. It is not that they 

give a list with names to the government and the government then gives just enough goods 

for these people. The government gives a lot. They give a truck full of sugar, a truck with 

yerba,
59

 a truck with spaghetti. And then the CCC plays with these goods.”
60

 

 

Among clients there circulated various rumours about possible extra benefits for the leadership 

of the organization. They would receive more than one social assistance program and even 

would have coupons of neighbourhoods that do not exist. I assume these rumours are true. 

Rather than improving the lives and living conditions of its members, part of the intention of the 

CCC is own benefits. Various observations support this assumption; Juan Carlos Alderete 

drives in a new, expensive car, the leadership gets a complete meal everyday while 

neighbourhood coordinators and clients do not have anything to eat and all of them wear 

jewellery and watches, goods many clients cannot afford to buy. Carmen (former 

neighbourhood coordinator) and Ana explained me how much money enters the organization 

and how many financial benefits the leadership receives.  

 

“The co-operatives bring in 30.000 peso a month. And where does this money go to? (…) 

The part of the surplus that goes to the CCC is obvious [goes to the leadership]. The part 

that goes to the women’s care … well the wife of Alderete is president there. Obvious thus. 

En then the part for the comedor; sometimes they buy some food but much lesser than the 

surplus. (…) and then they get 4300 peso a month from the neighbourhoods and you have 

                                                
58

 Esteban in interview February 25, 2008 
59

 Yerba are the herbs for the maté 
60

 Marta in interview April 24, 2008 



 25 

to pay every copy you want to make, everything you have to pay. Imagine the amount of 

money getting in.”
61

   

 

Economic differences between the leadership and clients thus increase. These differences do 

not lead to a rebellion among clients or a removal of the leadership because the differences are 

accepted by clients and are part of the habitual logic. The exchange relationship is 

acknowledged as being inherently unequal (in economic terms) and sometimes not even seen 

as a power relationship (Auyero 1999). There is thus a negotiated authoritarianism, as Taylor 

(2004: 214) calls it, because brokers enjoy – accepted – more power. In part two I show how 

these brokers strengthen their position and the power that comes with it through a system of 

“direct democracy.”   

 

Clients’ point of view 

According to some scholars clients deliberately involve in clientelist relationships as part of a 

popular strategy (Gay 1998), a survival strategy (Auyero 2000), or as a way of expressing 

citizenship and political agency (Lazar 2004). In this paragraph I expound clients involve in 

clientelist relationships as part of a survival strategy and thus have some agency in this, even 

though there are few other options of surviving. Because clientelism is part of the ‘natural’ world 

and is part of the practical knowledge, it is not strange clients choose to get involved into 

clientelist relationships. Clientelism is for poor people the habitus; it is the social structure 

through which the poorer sectors of society become related to politics.  

The first contact between the CCC and clients comes from the clients themselves. When 

clients would like to receive a social assistance program they go to the organization to inscribe 

themselves. Migilina explains how new members still enter the organization:  

 

“In reality we say our doors are open for every compañero with the necessity of receiving a 

social program. (...) In other words, neither we force anyone against their will to join the 

organization nor we make them stay for certain reasons. (...) Our own compañeros... I am a 

friend of you and I see you have difficulties, that you do not receive a social program and 

you do not have any job, well then I invite you. In other words, our own compañeros, talking 

about it, approach others. And many of the people in the organization are family members of 

them. Everyone who enters, knows the organization.”
62

  

 

Poor people approach the CCC because of needs and not out of conviction of the struggle. 

Their needs are very high and engaging in clientelist relationships with the CCC is the easiest 

and fastest way of receiving a social assistance program. They thus give their political support 

because they think that to do so will improve their own or familiy’s prospects. After inscription, 

dependent on the degree of participation, clients receive a program and enter the organization 
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completely. Once a member of the CCC, clients tend to accept every offer because of the 

poverty they live in and the habitual logic of the exchange itself. Families consist of at least five 

children and have almost no income. Unemployment is extremely high and the only income they 

have is from doing all sorts of temporary low-paid jobs, such as collecting garbage, unloading 

trucks at the food market or working in construction. Moreover, with no education there are 

almost no fixed and dignified employment prospects. Finally, the 150 peso clients receive from 

the social assistance program is hardly enough for food for one week (minimum necessary 

income is 500-600 peso a month). Surviving is thus very difficult.  

Most clients feel the CCC is helping them a lot and the leadership of the organization is 

negotiating with the government in their interests. “The other day they were talking bad [about 

the CCC], but if you belong to this place, you cannot do this. (...) I cannot talk bad when for so 

many years they have given me to eat, they helped me ... well, the money helped me. I’m not 

going to talk bad about them because the money helped me in paying the school, in paying 

medicines, they helped me. 150 Peso is not much, but it helps you.”
63

 Some clients think going 

to a mobilization or roadblock is just part of the deal while others are really convinced of the 

struggle they are fighting for and want to participate and fight.  “We have to fight. We have to 

keep on fighting and we cannot abandon Juan Carlos. He did a lot for us and now he needs us. 

150 Peso is not much. There is no employment, there is nothing. But we keep on fighting until 

the government will listen to us and will help us.”
64

 Some clients do have the feeling they are 

being used, but receive the social assistance anyway. They try not to get too involved in the 

organization and only participate when it is really necessary. “In reality I only came here for the 

assistance. I am studying in the capital and the buses are very expensive. The social assistance 

helps me a lot. But the rest, the roadblocks and meetings, I do not like.”
65

 Clients thus 

deliberately get involved into clientelist relationships with the CCC and have agency in this. 

They contact the organization out of needs, not out of conviction, and use the exchange 

relationship for surviving. Along the way most clients get convinced of the struggle. They are not 

suspicious towards the leadership and participate whenever asked. Some clients, however, do 

not get emotionally involved in the organization and only participate in roadblocks, meetings, 

and mobilizations because they want to keep receiving the goods, favors and social assistance 

programs.  

 

In María Elena and La Juanita clients and political brokers do not have such an intense contact. 

Just as what happens with the CCC, clients contact political brokers out of needs. When clients 

cannot resolve their problems or needs, when they want goods or favors, they go to Jorge’s 

house or to someone working with him. Political brokers contact clients when they distribute 

information, when they make campaigns for new municipality activities, when they are going to 
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demonstrate or show their support for the Peronist party, or when they hold a census on behalf 

of the municipality.  

There are benefits clients accept from political brokers which are not looked at with 

much suspicion. This is in the first place because their needs are too high to refuse the offers, 

but more importantly because they feel it has got nothing to do with politics and it is part of their 

practical logic. Except for the elections, in general everything that is offered by political brokers 

is not perceived as clientelism because it is part of the daily practices and because the intention 

behind the offers and favors is not too obvious. The micro credit program of the municipality is a 

highly valued offer. A lot of people, mainly women, in La Juanita and María Elena have begun a 

small sewing studio with help of a micro credit program. The bureaucratic obstacles are 

supervised by a political broker and the machines are given away with important advertisement 

for the mayor and the ruling party. The same applies to the monthly distribution of food 

packages from the municipality. Political brokers monitor the distribution and the packages are 

signed by the mayor. During inundations, storms and other special circumstances clients accept 

the “help” of political brokers in the form of mattresses and roofing. Clients go to the municipality 

or to the local political broker himself, where after goods are given away printed with a 

prominent sign of the mayor and of the Partido Justicialista.  

Clients contact brokers themselves and use clientelism as a survival strategy. Although 

there are few alternatives because of high unemployment, little education, high livelihood 

expenses, and little income, clients thus do have some agency. Their choice for clientelism is 

not strange since clientelism dominates the social structure in which they live. At the same time, 

as I will show in part two, clients influence this social structure through exercising their agency.  

 

The contraprestación 

Clients are expected to do something in return in exchange for the “help” of brokers and in order 

to secure future benefits. In the case of receiving a social assistance program this is even 

legally determined by the government in the form of four hours communal work a day. The 

ultimate contraprestación what clients can do for political brokers is to give their votes to a 

political party (in the case of Jorge this is the Peronist party). Furthermore they are regularly 

asked to participate in mobilizations and support expressions for the mayor. There is around 

one mobilization or support expression every three weeks, depending on the time of the year 

and political situation. Members of the CCC have do to much more in exchange for the 

assistance they receive. Every week there is a neighbourhood meeting, an assembly and an 

average of one mobilization a week.
66

 What clients do in return is determined by the CCC and 

not by the clients themselves. Clients do not have a choice in what to do in return, they only 

have the choice in doing it or not. If clients do not comply and do nothing in return, they will be 
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cut of from future benefits, goods and assistance. In part two I expound the mechanisms of 

accountability that work from clients to brokers and from brokers to clients.  

Besides participation in meetings, mobilizations, road blocks and other activities, clients 

are expected to fulfil a specific contraprestación in exchange for receiving a social assistance 

program. This can be done in different ways; some clients work in the soup kitchen of the 

medical clinic or of the organization itself, some work in the women’s care or nursery school, 

others work in one of the three different cooperatives (water, housing or road construction) but 

there are also clients who clean the building twice a week or prepare the patio every Saturday 

for the weekly assembly. Thus not all clients spend the same amount of time in fulfilling the 

contraprestación. Furthermore all members of the CCC have to pay a certain amount of money 

each month for a pool. Depending on the neighbourhood the amount varies between five and 

15 peso. The pool is meant for the payment of buses for transporting people from the 

neighbourhoods to the mobilisations and for administrative purposes.  

In general everyone is expected to do some kind of work and participate in the meetings 

and mobilizations although there are a few exceptions. First, clients are excused of fulfilling the 

contraprestación if they have to work during these hours in one of the cooperatives or in the 

nursery school, if they are very ill or if they are pregnant in a high stage. “The compañeros know 

we [the CCC] received social assistance programs because they participated in the 

mobilizations. If there is a mobilization the compañeros work till a certain hour and come 

afterwards. If this is not necessary, they continue fulfilling their contraprestación and we go with 

the rest of the compañeros. We do not demand that everyone participates.”
67

 Furthermore, if 

clients are never able to fulfil their contraprestación or participate in mobilisations and meetings, 

it is possible to make a deal with the CCC in order to keep receiving the social assistance 

program. Ana explains how this functions: “If you cannot fulfil the contraprestación or if you 

have found an employment, you pay 50 or 75 peso and you keep the program. It is half the 

money. So if someone finds a job he arranges this because in reality he would loose the 

assistance. But 75 peso is bread for today and tomorrow.”
68

 These clients thus pay because 

they are no longer able to actively participate in the organization but do want to receive some 

extra money.  

Family members and close friends of Juan Carlos Alderete, Fredy and Migilina are also 

excused of any participation and other obligations, and enjoy more privileges than other 

members. “They told the coordinators [of the neighbourhoods] could not receive a house over 

there [neighbourhood René Salamanca, entirely constructed by the CCC], neither the children 

of directors nor the people without children. And now there lives the sister-in-law of Alderete, the 

cousin of Migilina, the sister of Migilina, the cousin of Fredy… and many directors, all without 

children.”
69

 Clients talk about these privileges and several rumours are circulating among them. 
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Food, goods and even houses would be given to family members just because they are close 

with the leadership, even when their needs are not as high as those of other members. They 

would also receive more than one social assistance program by using the documents of other 

people. For example: Young persons (under 18) in theory cannot receive a social assistance 

program. But by using the documents of an elderly they can receive a program. When these 

persons become 18 they also inscribe themselves and will receive a social assistance program 

with their own documents.   

 

Election time  

In times before the elections there is more clientelist activity in the neighbourhoods. In these 

times there is more intense contact between clients and political brokers, political brokers have 

a more important function in the neighbourhood and they offer more goods. Unidades Básicas 

are active in direct clientelism during the elections. The location in La Juanita and María Elena 

is open all day long and in several corners of the neighbourhoods pop up provisional Unidades 

Básicas. They function as information points on where to vote while at the same time food, 

drinks and political propaganda is distributed by political brokers. The piqueteros also work 

harder in these times and organize more meetings and mobilizations since the elections is the 

moment for letting the government know they do or do not agree with them. 

 Political brokers have various functions during the elections. One of these functions is 

making propaganda. “In this time we work every day. We carry on propaganda, talk with the 

people, we inform them on the candidates, on what they want to do, their plans. In other words, 

we explain the projects of the candidates to the people, what it is they would like to do.”
70

 

Furthermore, before the elections political brokers are in charge of uniting people for 

mobilisations, they coordinate the transportation and they organize political meetings. With 

handing out food, drinks and money they try to make people come to these mobilisations, 

reunions and political gatherings. Other goods and favors are offered as well; barbeques are 

organized, credit notes for meat if the ‘right’ politician wins are handed out and even jobs in the 

municipality are promised. In addition, in this time of the year it is easier to obtain all sorts of 

favors and goods political brokers offer because it is the concern of the Peronist party that 

people get a positive idea of the party’s interests and intentions. As already explained above, it 

is the feeling of care that makes people vote for a certain party and it is on this psychological 

aspect political brokers aim, especially during the elections. It only takes a week, for example, to 

obtain a social assistance program while already asking for it for months and complicated 

bureaucratic matters, such as the arrangement of documents, are organized so that when 

people go to the voting box they remember the Partido Justicialista made it possible (for voting 

a legal document is necessary).  
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Interesting is that just in these times clients are very suspicious and aware of the fact 

that politicians and political brokers make many promises which they probably are never going 

to fulfil while normally clientelist exchanges are experienced as part of the daily logic. This is 

because clientelism is only associated with the elections, an event which takes place outside 

the daily practices. The promises brokers make are hardly of any influence in the voting 

behaviour of clients because they know they only get attention during the elections precisely 

because of their votes. This high suspicion is caused on the one hand by experience – every 

time politicians make promises which they do not keep – and on the other hand by a general 

lack of confidence in politicians and the government, characteristic for the way people think 

about politics in Argentina. There is a widespread distrust in politics and there is no political 

representation.  

 

In this section it has become clear that clientelism is the social structure which structures 

relations, actions and practices in the neighbourhoods. The relationship between clients and 

brokers is about inequality, personal ties and favors in stead of equality, formal ties and rights. 

Through the exchange relationship dependency is created and personal gain for brokers and 

their family members has high priority. From the outside clientelist relationships are seen as an 

exchange of votes and political support for goods and favors, from the inside they are principally 

experienced not as a transaction but as habitual practical knowledge; as “clientelist logic.” Given 

the amount and type of goods offered and activities arranged by brokers, and the explicitly 

denial of the political intention behind this, it is not strange clientelist relationships are perceived 

as such. The elections are a crucial exception; then the exchange takes place outside the daily 

logic and the intention of brokers is too obvious which make clients very suspicious towards 

them. In the following part I elaborate on the widespread distrust and lack of political 

representation of Argentina’s government – which also explains clients’ suspicion during the 

elections. I will explore in-dept the relation between democracy, citizenship and clientelism with 

a specific focus on mechanisms of accountability, claiming rights and political agency, and I 

explore how clients’ agency influences the social structure clientelism.  
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2. Democracy, citizenship and clientelism  

 

“(…) everything is politics. Everything is politics. Everyone makes politics. If you want to 

work, the bag of goods of the municipality, everything, everything, everything.”  

Graciela, 2008
71

 

 

In Argentina there is a general sentiment everything has got something to do with politics. 

Social (recreation, education, and leisure activities), political (bureaucratic procedures) and 

even economic matters (employment) would be arranged through politics and through 

clientelism. In La Juanita and María Elena this sentiment is based on reality. Clientelism is part 

of everyday life and forms the social structure in which poor people live, as expound in the 

previous part. Clientelism structures the relationships, actions and practices in the 

neighbourhood which are habitual knowledge for the people who live in it (Auyero 1999). In this 

part I explore how the practices of clients and their exercise of agency shape the clientelist 

structure around them. Furthermore, I focus on some crucial concepts of democracy and 

citizenship related to clientelism – which are accountability, political participation and the 

claiming of rights. But first I expound important “fault lines” (Agüero 1998) of Latin America’s 

democracies, necessary to explore the relation between democracy, citizenship and political 

clientelism. 

 

At a minimum, democracy requires recurring, free, competitive, and fair elections based on 

universal suffrage, with more than one serious political party and alternative sources of 

information (Diamond & Morlino 2004: 21). In a broader approach of democracy, the political 

system is also characterized by guaranteed freedoms of association and expression, 

accountability through the rule of law, political equality, and civilian control of the military 

(García-Guadilla & Pérez 2002: 90; Fox 1994: 151; O’Donnell 1996: 35). Gay (2006: 195) 

argues that in Latin America “democracy is by no means what it is supposed to be. It is more 

than clear that regularly held and free elections are necessary but insufficient conditions for the 

consolidation of democracy and, in particular, the establishment of citizen’s rights.” This is what 

the UNDP (2004) means with “democracia electoral.”
72

 Latin American democracies have 

become electoral democracies with basic liberties; in all democratic administrations elections 

are recurring, free, competitive and seen as the only way for presidential shifts.   

 According to the UNDP the biggest challenge for Latin America democracies today is to 

establish a democracy of citizens (instead of a democracy of electors) in which democratic 

institutions make the rights citizens have effective (UNDP 2004: 34). The notion of citizenship, 

understood as a universal status belonging to those who are members of a community 

(Marshall 1983: 253), consists of three different citizen rights. Citizenship comprehends political 
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rights – the right to elect or be a political candidate; civil rights – rights necessary for individual 

freedom, such as freedom of expression and the right to own property; and social rights – ‘the 

whole range from the right to share to the full in the social heritage and to live the life of a 

civilized being according to the standards prevailing in society’ (Marshall 1983: 249). Poverty, 

inequality and violence (Auyero 2000b) are seen as the main causes for the fact that in Latin 

America not all citizens enjoy full citizenship rights, not all individuals are included in society, 

and not everyone can express themselves in the same way as others (UNDP 2004: 24; Taylor 

2004; Salman 2004). 

 Strongly related to the enjoyment of citizenship is the (possible) exercise of political 

agency – understood as the capacity of citizens to act politically with a political identity (Taylor 

2004: 215). In most democracies that agency is individualized, and “citizen’s political 

participation is organized via a set of rights and obligations. Voting is often taken as the 

archetypal citizenship practice denoting political agency and engagement with the state” (Lazar 

2004: 230). Political participation of citizens is seen as an essential part of political life and the 

right of deciding yourself on whom to vote and how to fill in this participation is an important 

political and civil right. Since not all citizens enjoy full citizenship and not everyone is included in 

society, it might seem the political agency of some citizens is threatened if not completely 

absent. However, as Salman (2004: 869) points out, Latin Americans’ focus upon favors and 

benefits does not stand for passivity or “absence” but for active, creative, and flexible handling 

of citizen-adverse conditions. For clients applies the same, as will become clear in this part. 

Besides the lack of universal citizenship based on individual rights, Latin American 

democracies have other important “fault lines” (Agüero 1998). Although elections are 

institutionalized, electoral and political participation is irregular and, most importantly, political 

parties endure a severe lack of political representation and legitimacy; people do not have trust 

in politicians and evaluate the quality and performance of political parties and democratic 

institutions poorly (UNDP 2004; Hagopian 1998). A crucial aspect of political representation and 

democracy is accountability (Varas 1998: 158) – understood as a mechanism of control in which 

various agencies (civil society, state institutions, and other segments of society) have the legally 

defined authority to sanction unlawful or otherwise inappropriate actions by the government 

(O’Donnell 1996). Accountability works vertically by holding elected political leaders responsible 

to the voting box and horizontally through the controls that officials and state institutions are 

supposed to exercise over other state agencies (O’Donnell 1996; Diamond & Morlino 2004: 25). 

Accountability is also ‘a key mechanism for protecting and granting force to citizen rights’ (Varas 

1998: 157). Some scholars say, although there is a lack of accountability, state authorities have 

been made more accountable since the democratization wave through ‘innovative’ societal 

efforts, such as human rights movements (Peruzzotti 2001: 142-143). Some also see the 

piqueteros as an innovative societal effort which tries to make the government more 

representative for the poor. However, since their opposition to the government and struggle for 

the poor is not unconditional and can be bought, this assumption is doubtful. Thus, these 
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achievements aside, in general it can be seen that the lack and/or decline of accountability 

hinders the consolidation of Latin America democracies.   

 

According to O’Donnell (1996) clientelism is an important political institution of many new 

democracies in Latin America. While democracy may be the only game in town, formal rules 

about how political institutions are supposed to work are often poor guides to what actually 

happens. It is the shared and deeply rooted informal rules that are highly institutionalized. 

Democracy does not reach the poorer sectors of society, the sectors in which these clientelist 

rules are institutionalized. “In many of the new polyarchies, individuals are citizens only in 

relation to the one institution that functions in a manner close to what its formal rules prescribe – 

elections. As for full citizenship, only the members of a privileged minority enjoy it” (O’Donnell 

1996: 45). Thus for clients, who live in poverty and social exclusion, democracy does not exist 

because it is clientelism that dominates and not the formal democratic rules. “For people who 

live in clientelism there is no democracy (…) because democracy does not reach the people 

who live in clientelism. (…) Clientelism and democracy are complementary.”
73

   

In this part I state that although democracy does not reach the poorer sectors of society 

and although clientelism is an undemocratic system based on inequality and dependency, 

clients do have agency. Clients are not passive individuals within the clientelist system. It is in 

clientelist relationships clients claim “rights”, exercise their agency, and try to make brokers 

accountable for their promises and thus influence the clientelist structure in which they live. First 

I explain a system of “direct democracy” which plays a central role in the interaction between 

the leadership of the CCC and clients in order to understand how mechanisms of accountability 

from the leadership to clients function. Subsequently I explore the relation between 

accountability and clientelism and I expound these mechanisms of accountability and the way in 

which clients try to hold brokers accountable for their actions and promises. Then I explore 

more in-dept the relation between citizenship rights, political agency and clientelism after which 

I describe how these notions function within clientelist networks.  

 

2.1 “Direct democracy” 

Although the piqueteros are (partially) incorporated into clientelist networks of the government 

and active in clientelist practices with their own members, they pretend to be the example of 

how democracy should work. The internal organization of the piqueteros movements, namely, 

relies on participatory, ‘horizontal’ mechanisms of debate and decision-making,
74

 with the 

assembly as most important means. Alderete explains: “The organizational form we have is that 

in all the places we are present there are assemblies. We have direct democracy; permanent 
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assemblies, permanent political discussions and so on. (…) In La Matanza every 

neighbourhood works with the same democratic system and every Saturday there is an 

assembly for all these neighbourhoods.”
75

 This organizational strategy is derived from direct 

democracy mechanisms which were introduced during the 1990s in Latin American 

democracies as a supplement to electoral democracy. Through citizen initiatives and referenda 

citizens are allowed to develop and decide upon government policies without relying on the 

mediating influence of representation (Dalton, Scarrow & Cain 2004: 127). The piqueteros use 

this “direct democracy” system for their internal organization in response to the difficulty of 

representing highly heterogeneous constituencies; in correspondence to the crisis and critique 

of representation that is directed at both the institutions of the formal democracy and the 

traditional representatives of the popular sectors; and because it increases the capacity for 

mobilization as members perceive it as really being ‘their’ organization (Wolff 2007: 15).   

 The assembly is a mechanism of direct democracy which potentially allows for the full 

participation of all the organization’s members. Formally, assemblies have to comply with a few 

rules. First, the discussions are made in an argumentative way, which means that participants 

make propositions that are then discussed and criticized by others. Second, the assemblies are 

public and take place in public spaces. Third, they are inclusive; in theory no one can be 

excluded from the assembly and discussions. And fourth, decisions are taken on majority votes 

(Talpin 2004: 5-6). The assembly and neighbourhood meetings are central in the relationship 

between the CCC and its members, and furthermore function as an important mechanism of 

accountability (see next section). Migilina explains how the system functions: 

 

“(…) and furthermore there are moments in which we debate with the compañeros, for 

example when there is a tricky mobilization coming up … if they are going to participate. We 

exchange opinions with the compañeros through the neighbourhood reunions they organize. 

We tell them, ‘well, compañeros, the situation is this and that’. More or less we give them a 

panorama of the situation and that we should participate. But we do not force them. No, we 

do not force them.”
76

 

 

The CCC thus uses the weekly assembly and neighbourhood meetings as means of “direct 

democracy” and as a forum of political discussion. The debates are not confined to questions of 

internal redistribution (such as the social assistance programs), but explicitly include political 

and strategic topics. There are special scripts which are read during the assemblies and 

meetings. These scripts discuss national and international economic and political problems, of 

which the economic crisis in the USA, their dominance in the world and especially in Latin 

America, the conflict between Ecuador, Venezuela, and Colombia concerning the FARC, the 

national conflict between the countryside and the government, and the politics of Kirchner are 
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just a few examples. Furthermore, in the assemblies and meetings future activities are planned 

and the strategy of the organization is determined. In an assembly, Alderete reads from a script:  

 

“The situation with the countryside stays open, hunger and inflation increase, salaries are 

not sufficient, and there is no policy for the unemployed. This is the principal discussion we 

have to make. Is this a good moment to fight? Is this a good moment to confront this 

politics? Is this a good moment to converge with other sectors? We think it is.”
77

 

 

Yet, in the case of the CCC, the system of “direct democracy” is a farce; there is nothing 

democratic of this system. First, the assemblies and neighbourhood reunions do not take place 

in public spaces but in the private patio of the CCC. Furthermore, they are not accessible for 

everyone in the neighbourhood but only for members or up-coming members of the CCC. Third, 

decisions are not taken on majority votes. Clients are asked for their opinion, but not listened to. 

In practice, they have nothing to say about the strategy of the organization or about upcoming 

mobilizations. Even neighbourhood coordinators have nothing to say in this.
78

 Finally, clients 

never have the power to decide on something. Decisions are taken by the leadership of the 

CCC, whether members are in favour or against a certain mobilization or strategy. An example: 

Before an important mobilization in the capital May 22, there was disagreement about the 

starting point. One whole day clients and neighbourhood coordinators gave their opinions and 

discussed this theme. Although almost everyone was in favour of starting in “Primera Junta”, the 

leadership decided to start in “Liniers”, a train station 20 blocks further away. There was no 

voting and they gave no explanation for their decision. Decisions are thus not taken in majority 

votes and the final word is always for the leadership. So within this system of “direct democracy” 

clients do not have any influence or power. 

The assemblies and meetings show the way in which authority is constructed in relation 

to new forms of horizontal participation. As Delamata (2004: 13) states: “(…) it is necessary to 

understand assembly practices as an exercise in creating new forms of participation, building 

leaderships and legitimating them.” The internal dynamics of the neighbourhood meetings and 

assemblies of the CCC reflect the particular way in which the leadership relates to its members 

and vice-versa. In the weekly neighbourhood meetings of María Elena between 50 and 100 

clients participate. The meeting starts with an attendance list and an introduction by the 

coordinator of the neighbourhood. Then a list of clients who have not participated or contributed 

enough to the organization is numbered. After this everyone can say their word. Some clients 

say what is on their mind, but the majority is quiet and does not pay much attention. The 

meeting always ends with a final word of the coordinator. He or she closes the meeting with a 

powerful discourse on the political and economic situation in which clients live, on what to do 

and how to keep on fighting.  
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There are more participants during the weekly assembly; between 100-200 people. 

However, the attendance is still (relatively) very low since there are around 3500 compañeros in 

La Matanza. Many clients have to travel by bus which they cannot afford, some have to work on 

Saturday, and others do not go because they do not find the assembly interesting. At the end of 

the field research the attendance was significantly higher; there were between 500 and 600 

people. It appeared that neighbourhood coordinators had visited many homes “asking” clients to 

participate in the assemblies. A neighbourhood coordinator explained:  

 

“We have to ask ourselves why people stay home. Is it because they are ill, because they do 

not feel like going, because they are not able to come? It is important to visit everyone en 

ask for their reasons. We have to look for the people and make them come. The same 

applies to the compañeros who have lost their social assistance program. If they come and 

participate again then it will be possible to get back the program.”
79

  

 

If clients would not participate in the assemblies without a good reason their social assistance 

program would be taken away. Clients also have an opportunity in the assembly to give their 

opinion about past activities and the economic and political events of the week. With a 

microphone a man walks around and asks everyone if they want to say something. Most people 

hide away in their chair, but there are also men and women who do want to give their opinion. 

The assembly is closed by two powerful discourses. Juan Carlos Alderete always has the final 

word and when he speaks people stop talking and do pay attention. He clearly has a lot of 

authority within the organization. The meetings and assemblies are used by himself and other 

directors to strengthen his authority and leadership by stressing his commitment to the 

organization and the sacrifices he makes. “You have to help us because when you are not 

going to do it, who else? Alderete, Fredy, all of them are still not bought. They are completely 

committed to your lives. They fight for you, so you have to support them.”
80

 Before a 

mobilization in the capital, Alderete was present in a meeting of the neighbourhood María 

Elena. He talked about an upcoming mobilization:  

 

“Tomorrow we have to participate because we want to support the countryside and we need 

to claim that the government uses the 50.000 million dollars for the poor. The government 

called me to come and talk about the mobilization in order to prevent it, but I am not going to 

do that. I even cancelled a meeting with an organization from Germany to be able to 

participate in this very important day.”
81

 

 

After this speech every compañero applauded for his commitment and yelled they would be 

present the next day.  
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This system of “direct democracy” shows how the social structure ‘clientelism’ functions and 

how the informal rules are institutionalized. The system pretends to be the example of how 

democracy should work and citizen participation should function. Yet in practice, there is 

nothing democratic of this system. “Direct democracy” of the piqueteros has even a few “fault 

lines” which are the same as in the formal democracy: There is no horizontal way of 

participation and not everyone is included. I argue “direct democracy” is used to build and 

legitimatize leadership and functions as a central mechanism of accountability in the 

relationship between clients and the leadership, as I will expound in the next section.  

 

2.2 Mechanisms of accountability in the relationship between clients and brokers 

Although some state that as long as client - broker relationships maintain some balance of 

reciprocity and mutual benefit it will allow people to use clientelist relationships as a mechanism 

for influencing decisions in the political arena and hold politicians accountable for their promises 

(Roniger 1994: 10; Gay 1998; Lazar 2004), most scholars agree with the notion that 

mechanisms of accountability within democracy are severely hindered by clientelism (Hagopian 

1998; O’Donnell 1996; Varas 1998). Clientelism affects horizontal accountability as politicians 

follow more their particular interests than the public-oriented rules (O’Donnell 1996: 43-45), 

which hinders their exercise of control over other state agencies. And clientelism affects vertical 

accountability as the direct link between citizens and politicians is obstructed through favors, 

goods and services (Hagopian 1998). Citizens are in this way deprived of their capacity to hold 

parties and politicians accountable for the policies they pursue in office. However, this does not 

mean mechanisms of accountability cannot exist within clientelist relationships. As Lazar (2004: 

228) states: It is in clientelist relations clients exercise their political agency and they try to make 

politics, and politicians, more representative and accountable, at least in elections time. In this 

section I explore if and to what extend there is accountability in clientelist relationships.  

According to Roniger (1998) and Kitschelt & Wilkinson (2007) there has to be a feeling 

of accountability and predictability within clientelist relationships, otherwise it would not function; 

voters only give political support if they think they can hold politicians accountable for their 

promises and politicians only give benefits if they ‘know’ his clients will give him electoral 

support. Mechanisms of accountability within clientelist relationships function through reciprocity 

and voluntarism but also through exploitation and domination (Stokes 2007: 8). Brokers and 

patrons create a feeling by clients that they should help those who have helped them 

(reciprocity) through giving them goods, services and favors (Stokes 2007: 8-9). But they also 

encourage a fear that the flow of benefits will be cut off. Clients comply with this implicit 

clientelist contract because they anticipate that, should they not fulfil, ‘they would be cut off from 

the flow of minor payoffs in the future’ (Brusco, Nazareno & Stokes 2007: 76).  

Furthermore, politicians invest in organizing structures to monitor and enforce clientelist 

exchanges (Kitschelt & Wilkinson 2007: 14-19) to reduce the chance voters receive with one 

hand and vote with the other. “[In Argentina] the puntero [broker] is the last person the voter 
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sees before entering the cuarto oscuro [dark room] and the first person he sees after leaving it. 

Whatever limitations of the patron’s ability to monitor voters, this sort of intimidating presence 

seems designed to convey the message: ‘We are watching you’” (Medina & Stokes 2007: 81). 

Through this sort of mechanisms of intimidation and through the use of local knowledge about 

who voted for whom and who received what from whom, politicians can hold clients accountable 

for their actions – this is what Stokes (2007:15) calls “perverse accountability”.  

 

“You cannot do anything”: Mechanisms of accountability from clients to brokers  

There are a few means clients use to hold brokers accountable for their promises. These 

actions are forms of vertical accountability; clients try to sanction unlawful or otherwise 

inappropriate actions by brokers. First, clients denounce political brokers at the municipality to 

hold them accountable. Leaders of piqueteros organizations are never formally denounced 

because, in theory, they do not have a direct relation with the municipality. Denouncements of 

taking away a social assistance program is done individually or with the help of an organization, 

although it is very difficult and in most cases not successful.  

 

“We have a few cases in which we were able to reclaim the social assistance program 

successfully when a political broker had taken it away, but it costs a lot of time. Even when a 

person is supported by a NGO or organization like ours, if they take away the program; they 

take away the program. It is very difficult to file a complaint and that proceeding from this 

complaint you gain access to a social assistance program. Very difficult, because the 

system is like this; when someone stays outside the social assistance program it is very 

difficult to re-enter.”
82

     

 

Denouncements of misbehaviour of a political broker, on the other hand, are done collectively. 

After a political broker has not kept his promise, has not delivered goods and has not provided 

the expected services many times for a long time, clients collectively denounce the political 

broker at the municipality. Rosa, a woman working in the MTD, gives an example: 

 

“My sister lives nearby. [In her neighbourhood] there was a political broker who did not work 

for society. He was unemployed as well and they had chosen him as representative of the 

neighbourhood, a small neighbourhood of four blocks. They gave him pipes, a stove, 

everything for making a soup kitchen. He was in charge of all this but the soup kitchen never 

appeared. All the goods they brought him, he sold. My sister asked for a wheelchair 

because she has a disabled child and he sold the wheelchair. There are witnesses of people 

who joined him, they went looking for a wheelchair, but this wheelchair never arrived at my 

sister’s place. And do you know what they did? They denounced him. The neighbours went 
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to file a complaint. From acción social
83

 they decided to expel him, but because of him this 

neighbourhood has nothing nowadays.”
84

     

 

Filing a complaint at the municipality thus sometimes leads to the expulsion of the political 

broker. These denunciations, however, do not change the clientelist system and do not lead to 

more democracy and accountability. In the first place because denunciations take place within 

the clientelist system and not within democracy. Second, they are focused at individuals and not 

at the clientelist system itself. Although the political broker is expelled, the clientelist system 

remains the same because a new political broker replaces the function of the old one and 

clientelist relationships will be maintained. Thus in practice, this means of accountability does 

not lead to more political representation, transparency or a change in the clientelist system and 

is thus not very effective.  

Second, clients of the CCC use reciprocity as a means of accountability. By 

emphasizing their dedication and commitment to the organization, clients try to hold the 

leadership of the organization accountable in cases they did not receive any goods or if they are 

being threatened their social assistance program will be taken away. Clients also allude to 

reciprocity with the CCC when they want to receive goods or keep receiving a social assistance 

program although they have not participated in meetings or piquetes. This means is used 

individually and only by those compañeros who since many years are a member of the 

organization or who everyday fulfil their contraprestación in the CCC. Due to their active 

participation or long-term commitment to the organization, these clients not only have created a 

clientelist relationship, but also a more social relationship based on “friendship” with the 

leadership. Because of this at least they make a chance in using reciprocity as accountability 

means. Sometimes using reciprocity works and goods are given even when a client has not 

participated in the mobilization or roadblock.  

 

“I do not participate in roadblocks, mobilizations and meeting because everyday I fulfil the 

contraprestación in the nursery school. With the teachers we discussed we do not 

participate in these things. (…) At the beginning they did not gave me the goods, although 

they knew why I was not coming. So I talked to Migilina. And every time I do not receive 

anything, I talk to Migilina so that she tells them [neighbourhood coordinators] to give me the 

goods.”
85

 

 

However, the most common story is you cannot do anything when brokers take away your plan 

or did not keep their promises. This is in accordance with the fact that democracy does not exist 

for clients and agencies do not have the legally defined authority to sanction unlawful or 

otherwise inappropriate actions by the government or any other institution. There is thus no 
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legal structure and there are no laws or rules to which clients can appeal. Everything is 

incorporated into the clientelist system; from the police, to school directors, to the municipality. It 

would not help you going to the police because they won’t do anything. It would not help you 

going to the municipality because the brokers work for them. Because of this lack of legal 

means and cooperation of the political system abandonment is chosen to break the unequal 

relationship. “They really drum things into your head. They tell you what to do and then they 

deliver a blow and do what they want to do. That is the blow, then you find out they are using 

you. (…) So I left because you cannot do anything. In reality they do not care and it would not 

make sense talking about it with Alderete.”
86

  

This can be seen as an indirect way of keeping brokers accountable for their actions 

and promises. By abandoning the CCC or by stop working with political brokers, clients let 

brokers know they do not agree with them and they no longer will be involved in their 

relationship. Marta “I will never participate in anything anymore. I joined the CCC because of 

needs, and necessity, not out of conviction. I did not agree with many things. And if you said 

this, well … Luckily I left. I lost ten years of my life. Ten years of not spending time with my 

children. I went in the morning and came back in the evening. I went whenever they wanted me 

to. All for nothing.” This woman left, because when she became a neighbourhood director she 

had to do many things she did not agree with (such as pressuring people or obliging them to 

participate in roadblocks). Although through abandonment brokers are not directly held 

responsible, it does affect them. After all, ‘having people’ and letting the government know is 

very important for brokers. These means of accountability are examples of ways in which clients 

exercise their agency (about this more in the next section).  

 

“Perverse accountability”: Mechanisms of accountability from brokers to clients 

Because of the power that comes with the mediating function brokers have, they can use a 

broader scale of means to hold clients accountable. Again, these forms are examples of vertical 

accountability, only this time not from clients to brokers, but from brokers to clients (from above 

to below). One of such means brokers use is intimidation. By spreading gossips about someone 

or by sending a group of young men to one’s house clients are intimidated. When the MTD La 

Matanza originated and especially when it was clear they wanted to stay independent and 

outside the clientelist system, several groups of young men were sent to the organization or to 

the houses of the people working in the MTD. Furthermore gossips were spread in an attempt 

to stop the MTD uniting and organizing themselves in the neighbourhood.  

As described in the previous section, the neighbourhood meetings and assemblies are in 

theory part of a system of “direct democracy”. In practice, they are used to hold clients 

accountable for their actions, commitment and active participation in the organization. First of all 

the meetings and assemblies are used to generate fear in order to strengthen clients’ 
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commitment to and dependency of the organization. Every time the worsening living conditions, 

the bad economy and miserable situation clients live in is extensively elaborated. Moreover, the 

absence of the government and Kirchner’s unwillingness to improve this situation and work on 

issues of poverty and unemployment is stressed.  

 

“Yesterday I listened to Kirchner’s new plan to diminish poverty. She wants to work on many 

things except on what it is al about; employment. That is the real problem but she does not 

talk about it. You must be aware of the fact it is getting worse. There is more poverty, more 

unemployment, bad education, hunger and so on. And the government does not do a 

thing.”
87

  

 

By emphasizing the poor living conditions of clients and especially by underlining the 

unwillingness of the government, the CCC spreads fear for the future. This subsequently leads 

to fear of losing the social assistance program through which a feeling of dependency of the 

organization and gratitude is strengthened. During the meetings there is also openly discussed 

what to do with compañeros who do not participate. Alderete explained in an assembly: 

 

“We have to talk about the compañeros who we did not see for a long time. (…) We are a 

class organization but not boluda.
88

 We are a class organization because we are for 

everyone. All poor, unemployed and pensioners can come and enter the organization. But it 

is not that the compañeros do not have to do anything. We are not boludos, but the people 

do have to participate. About this theme we are going to discuss.”
89

 

  

A meeting of the neighbourhood María Elena was started by numbering all the compañeros who 

had not paid the monthly contribution of five peso. After that literally the question was asked 

what to do with all these compañeros who do not contribute to the self-sufficiency (auto-gestión) 

of the organization. By openly discussing this theme indirectly fear is spread because it 

functions as a warning for compañeros who have not been participating or contributing much 

lately.  

Next to generating fear, the assemblies and especially the neighbourhood meetings are 

used to directly threaten compañeros. In neighbourhood meetings weeks before a very 

important mobilization in the capital the 22
nd

 of May clients were told that if they would not 

participate their social assistance program would be taken away. This was the moment to show 

their commitment to the neighbourhood and the organization. One of the coordinators of the 

neighbourhood explained:  
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“Since María Elena is the biggest neighbourhood of the CCC, we cannot fail. With us it all 

started and still we are very important. We have to participate! Every one of us! If a 

compañero has to go to school, or if a compañero has to work or for other reasons is not 

able to participate, we expect him to send someone else instead. We promised 350 people, 

you cannot let us or Alderete down. And if you do not come, well, then we have to take 

some serious measures. You do not get the social assistance program for free.”
90

   

 

During this speech my neighbour whispered in my ears that this time it was serious because the 

orders came directly form Alderete himself. It seemed the message was conveyed successfully. 

Just as politicians invest in all kind of structures to monitor clientelist exchanges, the 

CCC also has developed a comprehensive monitor system to hold clients accountable. Through 

a system of puntaje and through making attendance lists of the participants by every meeting, 

reunion, activity, roadblock or mobilisation, clients’ participation and commitment to the 

organization is monitored. Most neighbourhoods of the CCC work with a system of puntaje but 

there are also neighbourhoods who do not have this system. They simply hold clients 

accountable with their degree of participation. “If we see a face regularly... well, since I have you 

notated several times and there is room for letting you enter [a social assistance program], you 

are going to enter. That is how it works.”
91

 The system of puntaje is also based on the degree of 

participation, but more formally registered. In this system the degree of participation is also 

linked to a certain amount of points: Participation in a meeting or assembly values ten points 

and participation in a mobilisation or roadblock values 50 points.  

These monitoring systems are used for people who want to enter the organization and 

for people already receiving a social assistance program. If you want to enter the organization, 

the more you participate in reunions and mobilisations the sooner you will receive a social 

assistance program. And if you already receive a social assistance program, the more you 

participate the more goods you receive and the bigger the chance you keep receiving it. An 

example: In December there are three mobilisations. If a client goes to all three the 

mobilizations he will receive with Christmas a full bag of goods. If he only goes to two of them 

and he misses the most important one, he will receive a smaller bag of goods. And if he did not 

participate in any of the mobilisations but did go to the meetings and assemblies, he will only 

receive some sugar or lentils. If a client did not participate in anything, he will not receive 

anything at all. Thus:  

 

“The piquetero leaders have been able to solve the problem of “free rider” by monitoring 

closely the piquetero members’ activities and participation in the movement. (…) by granting 

private property rights through monetary allowances (participation in exchange for the 

subsidy), the piquetero leaders ensured the active participation of their members and the 

consolidation of their power.” Ponce (2007: 13) 
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Another means of accountability is reciprocity. Brokers make clients feel they should do 

something in return because they helped them a lot. This is a mechanism what functions 

naturally when someone helps another, but is by broker deliberately used. In meetings brokers 

tell what they have achieved, how much work they have done, how successful their activities 

have been and what sacrifices they have made. This discourse rests on “perverse reciprocity” 

because in this way brokers deliberately try to make clients feel they should do something in 

return.  

Closely linked with reciprocity is the means of voluntarism. Brokers appeal to the 

voluntariness of clients to participate in activities with a communal purpose. They can do this 

not only because there is a communal purpose and clients might be sensitive for this, but also 

because they can call upon reciprocity. Especially the CCC applies to the voluntariness and 

willingness of clients. Before every mobilization clients are asked to buy lots for a lottery or 

bingo, to assist in making signs or to lend a hand in preparing food to sell. Political brokers also 

use this means. Damarí, a woman of around 45 years, told me that in December she was asked 

to help during the elections writing down all the people that wanted to vote. “I did not receive 

anything for this, but they asked me because they needed people. That is why I did it.”
92

  

 

The above explained mechanisms of accountability show the perversity of clientelism. 

Clientelism not only affects horizontal and vertical accountability within democracy, it also 

obstructs to a great extend the mechanisms of control in which clients can sanction 

inappropriate actions by brokers. Through comprehensive monitoring systems and through the 

exploitation of unequal power relationships, by abusing reciprocity and voluntarism and by 

generating fear, brokers reduce the chance clients receive with one hand and vote with the 

other. Yet, clients are not passive victims within these clientelist relationships: They certainly try 

to hold brokers accountable for their promises through denunciation, abandonment, and through 

appealing to reciprocity, even though these means are not always successful and do not lead to 

any changes in the clientelist system. Holding brokers accountable for their promises and 

actions is a form of exercising agency. In the next section I explore other forms of agency and I 

will state that through exercising agency clients seek for the boundaries between clientelism 

and democracy and try to stretch them and influence the clientelist system around them. These 

boundaries are neither defined nor visible as it is not clear-cut where democracy ends and 

clientelism begins.  

 

2.3 Political participation and citizenship rights within clientelist networks 

A general view is that clientelism negatively influences the citizenship poor people have 

because clientelism works against any possibility of constructing a model of citizenship based 

on participatory democracy (Garcia-Gaudilla & Pérez 2002). Clientelism denies the very 
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essence of the idea of citizenship rights, because individuals cannot fully exercise their political 

rights which obstructs their political agency (Salman 2004; Taylor 2004). Furthermore, 

clientelism is supposed to contribute to the maintenance of inequality, poverty, and social 

exclusion, which in turn negatively affects the social rights citizens have. Clients thus do not 

enjoy full citizenship rights.  

Although democracy does not reach the poorer sectors of society and although clients 

do not enjoy full citizenship, it does not mean clients are passive and do not have any agency, 

as explained before. Clients certainly can participate in politics, and can have political 

consciousness and “citizenship rights” within the clientelist system they live. “The problem is 

that we have become so accustomed to thinking of clientelism as a mechanism of institutional 

control – often referred to as corporatism – or the product of ‘false consciousness’ – often 

referred to as populism – that we have failed to consider the possibility that clientelism might be 

embraced as a popular political strategy” (Gay 1998: 14). According to some scholars, 

clientelism is for poor people the location and expression of political agency and used as a 

popular strategy; it is the way in which poor people participate in politics (Taylor 2004: 214; 

Lazar 2004; Auyero 2000a). In this section I explore above-mentioned forms of agency. 

 

In the neighbourhoods there is a general distrust and lack of confidence in the government and 

in politicians. “The government does not listen to you because they are not interested. Well, 

only during the elections, but normally politicians do not listen to you.”
93

 Especially members of 

the CCC do not trust the government. This is logical since the CCC has an anti-government 

discourse and constantly stresses the unwillingness of Christina Kirchner
94

 to work for the poor 

and unemployed. This distrust and lack of confidence in the government is characteristic for the 

way Argentines feel about politics and for the way Latin American democracies are perceived 

by their citizens. 

Despite (or due to) this distrust, clients do participate in politics, but only within the 

boundaries of clientelism. The most common form of political participation of clients in La 

Juanita and María Elena is – not entirely unexpected – participation in mobilizations, meetings 

and the elections. Through participating in piquetes and meetings (organized by both the 

piqueteros and political brokers) clients make politics and get more conscious of political issues 

and parties even though they are obliged or the information is extremely coloured. As Taylor 

(2004: 224) explains: “Client-ship also appeals to people’s desire for agency because it 

encourages and even demands participation in the circus of mobilizations and fiestas that 

accompany elections. People recognize the limitations of the performance but they enjoy 

exercising their limited power and look forward to the possible rewards which this political ‘work’ 
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might yield.” Members of the CCC try to exercise some agency within the system of puntaje by 

coming only to those mobilizations of which it is certain a bag of goods is given afterwards or by 

participating only in those assemblies and meetings Alderete is present in order to show him 

their commitment to the organization. “I am just passing by to support everyone but I cannot 

stay long because I have to take care of my grandchildren”
95

, tells a 56 year old woman during a 

roadblock in La Matanza. She only came by to be notated down in the attendance list in order to 

receive the bag of goods handed out a few days later. Abandoning the CCC is also a way of 

exercising agency because clients themselves decide to no longer be involved in the 

organization and be active somewhere else.   

 Besides these forms of political participation and political agency, clients seek to have 

some agency over other parts of their lives as well (through which they seek for and stretch the 

boundaries of clientelism and democracy). After floods and storms some clients go directly to 

the municipality to ask for goods, such as mattresses and roofing although these goods are also 

distributed in the neighbourhood by the CCC and Jorge. Nevertheless, in the municipality 

political brokers are also in charge of the arrangement of the distribution of goods. Another 

action of clients, which can be seen as taking control over their own lives, is the sale of goods 

from the monthly package of goods from the municipality. If distributed in the morning, goods 

from this package are sold in the evening at the daily market of the MTD. By selling these goods 

clients try to makes some extra money (goods are of very low quality and do not serve for 

anything) and try to survive. They thus become agencies and use the benefits of clientelism for 

their own good. A final example of agency is the handing out of notes when a few years ago 

Néstor Kirchner visited the neighbourhoods. Many people used this occasion to raise their 

needs and gave him papers with specific requests (such as a sewing machine, materials for 

building a house and furniture). Various requests were granted and monitored by political 

brokers. The handing out of these notes can be seen as form of political agency and of 

exercising rights – the right to be included in politics and to live a dignified life. “The president 

listened because people gave him the papers in his hand. I think this is wrong. As citizen you 

should have the right to talk in person with the president if you have something to say or to 

complain.”
96

 By going to the municipality for help, by selling goods and by handing out notes 

clients are agencies over their lives and try to stretch the boundary between clientelism and 

democracy. Yet, they still remain in the clientelist system since, as a habitus, clientelism 

structures all relations, institutions and actions.   

 

Reversed logic: The claiming of “rights” within the clientelist system 

In the quote above, it is already mentioned clients claim “rights”. Paradoxical of the relation 

between rights and clientelism is that on the one hand clientelism denies citizenship rights while 

on the other hand clientelist relationships are framed in a discourse of rights. The piqueteros, 
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political brokers and the government stress the importance of the civil rights people have and 

the social assistance programs, the struggle of the CCC and the work of the political brokers are 

all framed in a social rights discourse. The whole issue of citizenship, rights, political agency, 

and accountability, however, only makes sense if people have some knowledge and awareness 

of the rights, agency and freedom they have, and, if necessary, make state institutions, political 

parties or other actors, apply this. For clients citizenship rights do exist but only framed within 

clientelist practices. Clients enjoy “client-ship” – understood as “the political component of 

clientelism which, whilst being embedded in the social, economic and cultural elements, is the 

location and expression of agency” (Taylor 2004: 214). Clients thus can claim “client-ship” 

rights, exercise agency and hold brokers accountable within clientelist relationships.  

Clients do have knowledge of the (client-ship) rights, agency and freedom they have 

and, if necessary, make brokers or other actors apply this. Clients claim “rights” and fight for 

what they see as just and fair. First, what previous I described as reciprocity (a means of 

accountability) can also be seen as claiming rights; by emphasizing their dedication and 

commitment to the organization clients try to receive goods or keep receiving a social 

assistance program although they have not participated in meetings or piquetes because it is 

their right. This is done individually and only by those compañeros who everyday fulfil their 

contraprestación in the CCC.  

 

“I hardly go to the mobilizations and meetings because I work in the medical clinic every 

day. I also have stomach problems so I do not go. (...) but I do receive the goods because I 

am always in the medical clinic. I always work for them. If I need something I just go to the 

school and if it is there, they give it to me. There are so many compañeros who do nothing, 

and me, who is always working, would not receive any goods? That is nonsense.”
97

   

 

Furthermore clients support the fact the CCC makes other clients accountable for their actions 

and they work with a system of puntaje. They are in favour of this system because in this way 

compañeros who do not work, who do not fulfil their contraprestación, who do not participate in 

mobilizations or are not committed to the organization, will not receive the benefits they receive 

even though their needs are higher. “There is a system of puntaje. But this is good for the 

ñoquis.”
98

 Clients see it as there right to receive a food package or to receive a social 

assistance program because they participate and work for it. People who do not participate and 

do not work should not receive the same benefits, because it is not fair and not their right. 

“There are people of which they take away the social program because they do not work. I 

agree with this. Since we always work in the co-operatives and they do nothing but receive 

everything … that is not just and fair.”
99

 In the meeting of the neighbourhood María Elena where 

was asked what to do with all the compañeros who had not contributed to the self sufficiency of 
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the organization, the general response of the participants was that they should take away their 

social assistance program. The conversation went as follows:  

 

Compañero: “These people, are they here today?” Neighbourhood coordinator: “The 

majority not, no.” Compañero: “Well then these compañeros are not here. They are not in 

the organization. It would be better if you would give these social assistance programs to 

compañeros who are present.” Various compañeros: “Yes, why don’t you take away their 

program?”  

 

In this section it has become clear clients are not passive individuals within the clientelist 

system. It is through clientelism poor people participate in politics, and it is in clientelist 

relationships they try to hold broker accountable and claim rights. By exercising their agency, 

clients seek for the boundaries of clientelism and democracy and try to stretch them. Although 

clientelism is an undemocratic system, “democratic” notions thus do exist. Within this clientelist 

habitus, poor people enjoy “client-ship” and the obligations and rights that come with it, and 

democratic principles, as political participation, accountability and agency, reach the poor 

through clientelist relationships.  
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Conclusion 

 

In this study, I sought to provide an in-dept analysis of the relation between clientelism, 

democracy and citizenship in Gran Buenos Aires, Argentina. In the introduction I formulated the 

central question that has guided the research: How is one to understand the relationship 

between brokers and clients and in what way can this relationship be seen in the light of 

citizenship and democracy since the 1990s in Gran Buenos Aires, Argentina? I divided this 

question into two main parts: 1) the exchange relationship between clients and brokers, and 2) 

the functioning of some key concepts of democracy and citizenship in relation to political 

clientelism, which are accountability, agency and the claiming of rights, within the clientelist 

system. These questions are based on the assumption that it is in the relationship between 

clients and brokers the complexity of clientelism comes to the fore and the incomplete 

citizenship and fragility of Latin American democracies is reflected.  

 In 1983, Argentina joined Latin American’s democratization wave and installed 

democracy. While democracy nowadays may be ‘the only game in town’ and has showed 

unusual manoeuvring skills when confronted with serious military, political or economic crises, 

there are still significant “fault lines” (Agüero 1998) to overcome, of which a severe crisis of 

political representation, a lack of universal citizenship and (the institutionalization of) political 

clientelism are important ones. As O’Donnell (1996) argues, formal rules about how political 

institutions are supposed to work are often poor guides to what actually happens. It is the 

shared and deeply rooted informal rules that are highly institutionalized. Moreover, because of 

violence, poverty and inequality, not all citizens enjoy full citizenship rights and not all 

individuals are included in society. In this thesis I have shown that democracy does not reach 

the poorer sectors of society and that in these sectors it is clientelism that dominates and is 

institutionalized. Clientelism structures the relationships, actions and practices in the 

neighbourhood which are habitual knowledge for the people who live in it. Although clientelism 

is an undemocratic system, clients do have agency and enjoy a clientelist version of citizenship; 

“client-ship”.  

Clientelism in Gran Buenos Aires can be explained by on the one hand the chronic 

institutional weakness and lack of consolidation of its democracy, and on the other hand by 

poverty, inequality and social exclusion. In the district La Matanza, clientelism is especially 

strong due to historical connections with the Peronist party, the presence of many piquetero 

organizations, and its importance during the elections. In clientelist networks in La Matanza are 

two types of brokers present; 1) political brokers from the Partido Justicialista, and 2) leaders of 

piquetero organizations. These leaders have broadened the concept of brokers: Although there 

is not always a direct relationship with a political party, earning votes is not their primary goal, 

and they are not assigned by the municipality, they do mediate between their members and 

politics. Enjoying the power that comes with their mediating function, they are expert 

manipulators of information and people, and have much social capital, just as the traditional 
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political brokers (Auyero 2000a). Clientelism is not per definition something bad for clients. 

Although politicians take advantage of the poverty of poor voters, at the same time clients use 

clientelism as a survival strategy; even though there are few alternative survival options other 

than clientelism in situations of social exclusion, high unemployment, poverty and deprivation, 

clients choose to get involved into clientelist relationships with brokers. Clients thus have some 

agency in this.  

 In the neighbourhoods it are the clientelist rules, in stead of democratic principles, that 

are perceived as normal and part of every day life by clients. Clientelism is the social structure 

through which the poorer sectors of society become related to politics and it structures the 

relations, institutions, actions and practices within the system. Beside the objective reality of an 

exchange of votes and political support for goods and favors, clientelist relationships are 

primarily experienced not as a transaction but as habitual practical logic. Relationships, power 

differences, and the exchange itself are seen as ‘natural’ elements of the daily knowledge. This 

is not strange as everything in the neighbourhoods is arranged through politics, political brokers 

and piquetero organizations offer a wide range of goods and activities, and an important part of 

the brokers’ performance is even to explicitly and emphatically deny the political content of their 

actions. The elections are a crucial exception; then clientelist relationships are experienced and 

defined as clientelism. This is because the exchange takes place outside the daily logic and 

because the intention of brokers is too obvious which makes clients very suspicious towards 

everything that is offered and organized by brokers. Furthermore, they know out of experience 

brokers make many promises which they are never going to fulfil. 

 Clients are not passive individuals within the clientelist structure. Although democracy 

does not reach the poorer sectors of society, and although clients do not enjoy full citizenship, 

clients do have agency. Through denunciation, abandonment, and through appealing to 

reciprocity, clients try to hold brokers accountable for their promises, even though these means 

are not always successful, do not lead to any changes in the clientelist system and there is 

much more “perverse accountability”. Moreover, poor people enjoy “client-ship”, a clientelist 

version of citizenship, and the obligations and rights that come with it. They actively participate 

in politics and claim their “client-ship” rights through the clientelist relationships in which they are 

engaged. By exercising their agency, clients seek for the boundaries of clientelism and try to 

stretch them. This also affects and shapes the clientelist structure in which they live. Thus on 

the one hand clientelism structures the relations, actions and institutions, while at the same time 

this structure is shaped by clients themselves.  

A system of “direct democracy”, central in the organization of piquetero movements and 

in the relationship with their members, is a good example of how within clientelism key concepts 

of democracy and citizenship are present. First, within the organization clients enjoy a kind of 

“client-ship”; their commitment and participation is regulated through a set of obligations and 

rights, and clients can claim these “rights”. Second, in theory, the system is based on 

participatory horizontal mechanisms of debate and decision-making. And third, decisions would 
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be taken on majority votes. Yet, in practice there is nothing democratic of this system and 

shows even a few “fault lines” which are the same as in the formal democracy: There is no 

horizontal way of participation, decisions are not taken on majority votes, and not everyone is 

included. In practice, this system is used to build and legitimatize leadership and functions as a 

central mechanism of accountability in the relationship between clients and the leadership of the 

organization.  

The relationship between clients and brokers (political brokers as well as leaders of 

piquetero movements) has to be seen in the light of clientelism as a habitus. Clientelism is the 

social structure dominating and shaping all relations, institutions, actions and practices within 

the structure. Clientelism is practical knowledge for clients, and because of this it is not strange 

poor people use clientelism as a survival strategy. Especially not since there are few other 

options of surviving. Within this clientelist structure, clients are not passive individuals and do 

have agency. It is through clientelist exchange relationships poor people participate in politics, 

hold brokers accountable for their promises, claim their “client-ship” rights and thus exercise 

their agency. By doing this, clients seek for the boundaries between clientelism and democracy 

and try to stretch and change them. Political clientelism will not disappear as long as Latin 

America’s democracies are not consolidated and a significant part of the population does not 

enjoy full citizenship because of poverty, inequality, and social exclusion. Clientelism thus will 

stay an influential institution and social structure of these new democracies.  
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