
PLS 343 
Politics of Sub-Saharan Africa

Week 7, Lecture 2: 
Neopatrimonialism



Recap

•Neopatrimonialism as “the core feature of politics in Africa”



Plan for today

•Neopatrimonialism:
•Characteristics
•Benefits
•Variation
•Consequences



Characteristics of African neopatrimonialism

•Presidentialism
•Clientelism and use of state resources

• Bratton, Michael, and Nicholas Van de Walle. 1997. “Neopatrimonial Rule” in Democratic Experiments in Africa, pp. 61-96.

•Low state capacity
• Fukuyama, Francis. 2014. Political order and political decay: from the Industrial Revolution to the globalization of democracy. New York: Farrar, Straus 

and Giroux.

•State autonomy
•Weak civil society
•Hybridity

• Van de Walle, Nicolas. 2001. African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979-1999. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Presidentialism

•Big Man politics
•Personalization of loyalty to the state /  

nation
•Cult of personality
•Centralization of political power

•Presidential political systems
•Lack of checks and balances
•Lack of term limits



Clientelism

•Appropriation of public resources and distribution of 
offices and favors to supporters

•Corruption
•Patron-client relationships



Clientelism

Sources:
Van de Walle, Nicolas. 2001. African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979-1999. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
The Independent: https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/africa/ghana-president-nana-akufo-addo-appointment-110-ministers-government-a7636921.html



Clientelism: evidence from Benin

•Random assignment of villages to  
clientelist and public policy platforms  
(+ control group) before 2001 presidential  
election in Benin

•[T]he first ever nationwide experimental  
study of voter behavior involving real  
candidates using experimental platforms.”

• Wantchekon, Leonard. 2003. “Clientelism and Voting Behavior: Evidence from a Field  
Experiment in Benin.” World Politics 55: 399–422.



Clientelism: evidence from Benin



Clientelism: corruption



Weak state capacity



Hybridity

•Coexistence of informal institutions with the formal trappings of 
the modern state 

•Bratton and Van de Walle: 
•“[W]hen patrimonial logic is internalized in the formal 

institutions of neopatrimonial regimes, it provides essential 
operating codes for politics that are valued, recurring, and 
reproduced over time.”



State autonomy and weak civil society



Benefits of neopatrimonialism  
according to Arriola

Arriola, Leonardo. 2009. “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa,” Comparative Political Studies, 42(10): 1339-1359. 



Benefits of neopatrimonialism 
according to Arriola

Leonardo R. Arriola. 2009. “Patronage and Political Stability in Africa.” Comparative Political Studies 42 (10): 1339–62.



Intra-African variation

Sigman, Rachel, and Staffan I. Lindberg. 2017. “Neopatrimonialism and Democracy: An Empirical Investigation of Africa’s Political Regimes.” VDem Working Paper No. 56.



Consequences of neopatrimonialism

•“The struggle for  
power was so  
absorbing that  
everything else,  
including  
development,  
was marginalized.”

• Ake, Claude. 1996. Democracy and Development in  
Africa. Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution.



Consequences of neopatrimonialism



Consequences of neopatrimonialism



Consequences of neopatrimonialism

Van de Walle, Nicolas. 2001. African Economies and the Politics of Permanent Crisis, 1979-1999. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Consequences of neopatrimonialism



Consequences of neopatrimonialism



Takeaways

•Institutional reinforcement of the prevalence of 
neopatrimonialism

•Strong apparent effects—but danger of spuriousness


