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Dilemmas of Electoral Clientelism:
Taiwan, 1993

CHIN-SHOU WANG AND CHARLES KURZMAN

ABSTRACT. For many years, studies of electoral clientelism regarded
clients as the captive votes of patrons. In recent years, this conventional
wisdom has come under challenge, as scholars have come to recognize
the widespread noncompliance of clients. This article uses the case
of the 1993 Taiwan election to offer the first ever systematic data on
noncompliance. Documents from the ruling Kuomintang (Nationalist
Party) campaign office in one Taiwanese district, combined with district
electoral results, demonstrate considerable leakage in this instance of
clientelistic mobilization: at least 45 percent of voters who sold their
votes to the Kuomintang did not, in fact, vote for the Kuomintang’s
candidate. This article argues that clientelistic mobilization faced at least
four serious obstacles, including (1) broker scarcity, (2) factionalism,
(8) embezzlement, and (4) financial limitations. These obstacles prevented
the Kuomintang from making full use of its broker organizations, even
as it devoted extensive economic and political resources and personnel
to the election.

Keywords: ® Clientelism ® Electoral corruption ® Kuomintang ® Taiwan
* Vote buying

The Study of Electoral Clientelism

There is no consensus in the study of electoral clientelism about the mechanisms
that bind clients to patrons. But for many years, there was a common agreement
in the field that such mechanisms are highly effective. Patrons were thought to
mobilize and deliver “vote banks” or “blocks of votes” (Chubb, 1981: 80-1; Graziano,
1975: 33; Hagopian, 1996: 48-9; Rouquie, 1978: 25). Clients were often treated as
“captive votes,” whose support for their patrons was automatic and unproblematic
(Ames, 1994: 96; Coppedge, 1993: 262-3; Graziano, 1977: 370; Guterbock, 1980: 10;
Mouzelis, 1985: 337; Rouquie, 1978: 24-5). The client’s obedience was frequently
characterized as total and permanent, as in Carl H. Lande’s (1977: xxvii) introduction
to an influential anthology on political clientelism: “The client must attempt to
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pay part of his unrepayable debt in advance through a continuous display of
affection, deference and obedience to his patron. Even then, it is made clear to
him that he remains perpetually a debtor.”

But there is little empirical research on the effectiveness of clientelistic mobil-
ization. Indeed, in recent years increasing numbers of scholars have started to
recognize the importance of clients’ noncompliance with their patrons. A study
of Chilean elections in the 1960s, for example, notes that “while regidores
[clientelistic patrons] boasted that they could deliver many of ‘their voters’ to
the congressional candidate of their choice, they also admitted that many times
clients did not follow their directives” (Valenzuela, 1977: 83)." A study of Colombia
notes that there is often “little guarantee that this aid [that is, patronage] would
translate into actual ballots” (Hartlyn, 1988: 173). A study of Brazil concludes that
clientelism can be “fraught with uncertainty and subject to constant challenge,
renegotiation and change” (Gay, 1999: 49; see also Gay, 1994, 1998). In addition,
recent work on Argentina has explored poor people’s perceptions of political
clientelism, perceptions that are often less than positive, concluding that clients
outside of a patron’s inner circle are not nearly so beholden as commonly
thought (Auyero, 1999, 2000a, 2000b). Frederic Schaffer’s introduction to a new
anthology on electoral clientelism adopts quite a different tone from Lande’s
1977 anthology: “vote buying is not as effective as one might suspect given the
heavy financial and organizational investments that candidates and parties are
willing to make” (Schaffer, 2007).

But there has been no systematic study of clientelism’s performance during the
election process. This article addresses this gap with a case study of a clientelistic
system that was arguably in crisis: the Kuomintang (Nationalist Party) vote-buying
apparatus during the Taiwanese elections of 1993. A comparison of Kuomintang
vote-buying lists in one Taiwanese county with actual electoral results shows
considerable leakage in clientelistic mobilization: at least 45.4 percent of voters
who accepted Kuomintang money for their votes did not actually vote for the
Kuomintang’s candidate. In the process of mobilizing voters and brokers, this
article argues, the Kuomintang faced at least four serious obstacles that prevented
the Kuomintang from making full use of its broker organizations, even as it em-
ployed considerable economic and political resources and personnel in the 1993
election.

Captive Voters?

The clientelistic relationship runs in two directions. The patron appeals to the
client, and the client responds to the appeal. The literature on clientelism, while
stressing the importance of both aspects, has focused its research and debate al-
most exclusively on one side of the equation: what appeals do patrons make?
The literature identifies three sorts of appeals: material, normative, and coercive
(see Schaffer and Schedler, 2007).

Material Appeals

The dominant approach to political clientelism has long been the “resource-
based” model. According to this model, the simplest and most important mechanism
of political clientelism is the exchange of material resources (Clapham, 1982: 2;
Lande, 1977: xv). “The interaction on which they [patrons and clients] are based
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is characterized by the simultaneous exchange of different types of resources,
above all instrumental, economic, as well as political ones (support, loyalty,
votes, protection) on the one hand and promises of solidarity and loyalty on the
other” (Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1981: 276). Patrons give material resources to
clients before and during the election period or promise to do so after elections.
The election of patrons to public office can mean an increase in resources for
patrons and thus for clients, though empirical studies show that the resources
that clients receive does not always correlate with their level of political support
(Chubb, 1981, 1982; Guterbock, 1980: 221; Hagopian, 1996: 166—-7; Rhodes, 1984).
Patronage resources may include jobs (Johnston, 1979; Scott, 1969), tenancy of
land (Powell, 1970; Scott, 1972b), community construction (Gay, 1994, 1999),
desired social policy changes (Fox, 1994), promotions (Grindle, 1977), loans
(Chubb, 1982), regional oligopolies economic resources (Chen and Chu, 1992;
Chu, 1989), direct payment for votes (Schaffer, 2007), or other favors. In short,
the resource-based model focuses on “exactly what kinds of resources are made
available to whom, through what channels and within what kinds of economic
and political constraints” (Lemarchand, 1981: 26).

Normative Appeals

Many proponents of the resource-based model emphasize the additional import-
ance of normative appeals. The patron’s authority, in this view, is undergirded
by sentiments of loyalty, friendship, obligation, affection, trust, hospitality, and
generosity (Eisenstadt, 1995: Ch. 9; Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1984; Gunes-Ayata,
1994; Lande, 1977; Roniger, 1990, 1994). Among scholars who consider material
appeals to have been overemphasized (Chubb, 1981, 1982; Guterbock, 1980;
Rhodes, 1984), “there is a denial of utilitarian motives and an insistence instead
upon the non-priced demands of loyalty, friendship, or being almost like one of
the family” (Silverman, 1977: 298). Patrons and clients are expected to behave
altruistically toward each other, up to and including sacrificing their own interests
for their ally.

Coercive Appeals

Both the material and normative approaches characterize clients’ participation in
patronage as essentially voluntary (Flynn, 1974; Hall, 1977: 511-12; Sidel, 1999).
Given their constrained circumstances, clients strategically accept resources or
acknowledge the authority of the patron. A third approach, however, suggests
that patrons may resort to coercion when other methods fail (Fox, 1994: 154-5;
Graziano, 1977: 377; Hall, 1977; Lemarchand, 1981: 17-19). Coercion may in-
clude crude violence, threats of punishment, or the withdrawal of benefits that
clients currently enjoy (Rhodes, 1984; Scott, 1972b: 99-100). “For the patrons,
fear among the clients is a major lever of their power” (White, 1980: 172; see also
Fox and Hernandez, 1995). Coercion may be combined with other appeals
(Chubb, 1981: 80; Lemarchand, 1981: 9-10; Ozbudun, 1981: 255; Scott, 1972b:
99-100); some scholars suggest that the mix of coercion versus other appeals
determines whether the system should be considered oppressive or mutually
beneficial (Powell, 1970: 412).2

Each of these approaches has emphasized the appeal of the patron without
investigating thoroughly the clients’ response to such appeals. While the literature

Downloaded from http://ips.sagepub.com at NORTH CAROLINA UNIVERSITY on May 15, 2007
© 2007 International Political Science Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://ips.sagepub.com

228 International Political Science Review 28 (2)

includes several vivid descriptions of the mobilization process (for example, Gay,
1994: Chs 4-5; Guterbock, 1980: 56-8), there has been no systematic study of
the clients’ behavior during this process. This article provides evidence of such
behavior, and documents scholars’ recent suspicion that patrons’ appeals may
not be so effective as the concept of “captive voters” implies.

The Case of Taiwan

The Kuomintang took control of Taiwan in 1945 and established its government
in exile in 1949. It faced a Taiwanese population with whom it had little previous
connection. The intention of the Kuomintang in building an electoral institution
was not to create a democratic system; rather, national ruling elites viewed the
establishment of electoral institutions as the only way to secure popular support
and elicit cooperation from local social-political elites (Wu, 1987: 196-7). With a
few exceptions, elections remained at the local level for almost 40 years. Citizens
could electlocal officeholders, from village executives to members of the provincial
assembly, but the most important positions (the president, members of Congress,
and governor) were unelected.

Clientelism has long been viewed as the key to understanding the Kuomintang’s
maintenance of long-term, stable, authoritarian rule in Taiwan (Wu, 1987). Cli-
entelism “was created deliberately on an extensive scale, to an intensive degree and
operating bureaucratically in a relatively modern society by a rather sophisticated
ruling group for a very clear political purpose” (Wu, 1987: 12). Beginning in the
1950s, the Kuomintang allied itself with small-scale sociopolitical organizations,
rooted in Taiwanese society, that are known in the literature on Taiwan as
“factions” (Bosco, 1992, 1994). The Kuomintang blocked these factions from
organizing beyond the county level, but struck a bargain with them for political
control at the local level. Through clientelism, the Kuomintang rewarded local
factions with political and economic privileges; in return, local factions helped
the Kuomintang rule areas that it found difficult to penetrate. The Kuomintang
granted local factions four types of economic privilege: regionally chartered
economic activities, such as banking, credit, and transport; privilege in obtaining
government loans; provincial and county procurement and contracting; and
economic interests obtained at the expense of the government public authority,
from zoning manipulation to protection of underground and illegal business
(Chu, 1989: 148-52). The Kuomintang relied heavily upon local factions to win
local elections. From 1954 to 1994, 61.9 percent of the Kuomintang’s nominees
for Taiwan’s provincial assembly seats had a local faction background, and
92.6 percent of those candidates were elected (Lin, 1998: 164).

There were two main forms of political clientelism in Taiwan: party clientelism, in
which full-time party officials performed clientelistic activities directly, and electoral
clientelism, in which local elected politicians played the role of intermediate
patrons (Wu, 1987). However, after the beginning of Taiwan’s democratization in
1986, the role of party clientelism gradually diminished and electoral clientelism
started to play a more important role. Factional mobilization became the major
strategy of the Kuomintang (Bosco, 1994).

In Kuomintang clientelism, the primary tool for factional mobilization was
vote buying, which was common despite being illegal under the Kuomintang’s
own legal system.? Candidates of the opposition party, the Democratic Progressive
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Party (DPP), argued that “money is the meat on the faction skeleton; without
money, factions are worthless bones” (Bosco, 1994: 40-1).* Academic discussion
of vote buying in Taiwan dates back to Bernard Gallin’s (1968) article, which
argued that vote buying has been a common practice throughout Taiwan since
the 1950s, when candidates gave voters a few packets of cigarettes or some bath
towels and soap in exchange for votes. Since that time, however, aside from brief
mentions (for example, Bosco, 1994; Jacobs, 1980), vote buying has not been
discussed at length in English-language analyses of Taiwan’s electoral process,
though many scholars assume it exists. “It is hard to say which is more difficult:
finding someone in Taiwan who denies that vote-buying exists, or finding concrete
evidence to prove that it does” (Rigger, 1999: 94). In Taiwanese scholarship,
however, such evidence is well established: using survey methods, several studies
have estimated the extent of vote buying in Taiwan at 25 percent of voters (Yang,
1994), 27 percent (Cheng et al., 2000), 30 percent (Chu, 1994), or 45 percent
(Ho, 1995). The ethnographic research presented in this article suggests that
these figures may be underestimates.

The founding of the DPP in 1986 provided the Kuomintang regime with its
first significant challenge since the 1940s. In national elections, the DPP received
about 30 percent of votes, despite having a much smaller organizational and
membership base than the Kuomintang (Bosco, 1994). Instead, the DPP relied
on ideological appeals emphasizing true democracy, clean government, national
identity, and Taiwanese ethnicity. In response, the Kuomintang came to rely more
than ever on local factions, in addition to its own ideological themes, such as
opposition to Taiwanese independence.

In 1993, Taiwan held nationwide elections for county executives, which the
first author investigated through participant observation and in-depth interviews
in a largely rural, agricultural county with a population at that time of close to
1 million. Participant observation included two months within the campaign
of a Kuomintang candidate, both at campaign headquarters and at a branch office
in “Township 20.” Interviews were conducted with 20 campaign participants and
observers (see Appendix), including an official in the mobilization department of
the campaign headquarters, several Kuomintang party officials, and several vote-
buying brokers.

This particular county and township were selected because of their accessibility.
The study of vote buying, like the study of other illegal activities, is by its nature
fraught with difficulties. This is one reason why there has been so little empirical
research on the mechanics of vote buying. This research site offered a unique
opportunity for insight into a vote-buying operation. We make no claim that the site
was representative of Taiwan as a whole. However, the general findings from this
location were confirmed in extensive, but less systematic, interviews in 1993 with
municipal, and county-level campaign officials in several regions of Taiwan.

In addition, several aspects of the election were particularly favorable for elec-
toral clientelism, making this a strong case study for the theoretical issue under
consideration. The county was in a rural area, where we would expect clientelism
to be more rampant than in urban areas (Eisenstadt and Roniger, 1984; Powell,
1970). In the past, the Kuomintang had applied an unusually large array of
methods to mobilize and control its clients in this region, including tactics of divide
and rule, checks and balances, accelerated elite turnover, parachute tactics, and
legal purges (Wu, 1987). Moreover, the structure of local factions in this county

Downloaded from http://ips.sagepub.com at NORTH CAROLINA UNIVERSITY on May 15, 2007
© 2007 International Political Science Association. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.


http://ips.sagepub.com

230 International Political Science Review 28 (2)

was typical of faction organization throughout Taiwan. There were two county-
level factions, which the Kuomintang had to ask to cooperate with each other
to mobilize votes for Kuomintang candidates. At the same time that they were
asked to cooperate, the single-nontransferable-vote (SNTV), multimember-district
electoral system forced local factions frequently to compete with each other for
Kuomintang nominations and political positions. In general, clientelism is more
likely to thrive in SNTV and open-list proportional representation systems than
in closed-list proportional representation systems (Carey and Shugart, 1995;
Grofman et al., 1999). SNTV electoral systems may be more likely to experience
vote buying than other systems (Hicken, 2007). However, since the current case
study involved a single seat, SNTV dynamics were not especially visible.

Asithappens, the DPP candidate was the incumbent in the municipal executive
race under investigation, having won the 1989 election. Prior to that time, he was
a Taiwan provincial assembly representative and was highly praised not only in
his home county, but also elsewhere in Taiwan. Before the 1993 election, most
surveys showed that he would likely win. Because the DPP candidate was so strong,
the Kuomintang mobilized more political and economic resources and personnel
for this race than for any other county-executive elections in the county.

There were two campaign headquarters for the Kuomintang candidate, one
for 25 of the 33 townships in the county and the other for the eight remaining
townships, which were populated by aboriginal peoples. The operation, budget,
and even the publicity for this second office were independent of headquarters;
however, this article will not explore this aspect, as it is less relevant to the whole
of Taiwan. In addition, the aboriginal townships constituted less than 5 percent of
the total number of voters in the county. Most importantly, the Kuomintang did
not need to campaign actively in these townships, where it easily gained more
than 80 percent of the votes. Therefore, unless specifically indicated, the term
“township” does not include the aboriginal towns.

Vote buying was central to the Kuomintang’s campaign in this election. An
official in the mobilization department of campaign headquarters said suc-
cinctly in an interview that the most important duty of his unit was “to arrange
the organization for vote-buying.” In the 1993 election, the Kuomintang arranged
broker organizations for vote buying in all 25 non-aboriginal townships. The
two countywide factions operated in some of these townships, but not in others
(see Table 1), a difference that affected the process of mobilization. In Township 1
(an urban area with no apparent factions or mobilization system), for example,
mobilization was assigned to several powerful political figures, who shared these
duties. Six townships had only a single mobilization system (Townships 2, 18, 20,
21, 22, and 24), four of them having no factional competition and two of them
having limited competition: in Township 18, Faction B played the dominant role,
with the frequent involvement of some members of Faction A; in Township 24,
only Faction A was involved in vote buying, while Faction B leaned toward the
opposition party, the DPP. The bulk of the townships in the county had two or
more mobilization systems cooperating in a single township campaign office,
called the Campaign Committee for the Kuomintang Candidate (CKC). Only
three townships had two CKC offices (Townships 4, 9, and 13). In other words, the
CKC was in most cases composed of rival factions; in practice, the rival factions
conducted their vote buying separately.
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TABLE 1. Kuomintang Mobilization System in the 1993 County Election, by Township

Kuomintang Kuomintang
Township mobilization system Township mobilization system
1 Multiple systems® 14 Irrigation Association, Township
Public Office
2 Faction BP 15 Faction A,
Faction B
3 Faction A, 16 Faction A,
Faction B Faction B
4 Faction A, 17 Faction A,
Faction B Faction B
5 Faction A, 18 Faction B¢
Faction B
6 Farmers’ Association, 19 Township executive,
Township Service Station Township Service Station
7 Faction A, 20 An entrepreneur (no apparent
Faction B mobilization system)
8 Faction A, 21 Farmers’ Association cooperating
Faction B with the Kuomintang congress
9 Faction A,
Township Service Station 22 Farmers’ Association cooperating
with the Township Public Office
10 A provincial assemblyman, 23 Farmers’ Association,
Township Service Station Others?
11 Township Public Office, 24 Faction A
Farmers’ Association
12 Farmers’ Association, 25 Faction A,
Township Service Station Faction B
13 Faction A, Faction B

Source: Interviewee 10, April 9, 1994.

Notes:

“Township 1 was arranged by village units, and vote buying was arranged by several politicians.

"In Township 2, Faction B has taken all the key positions, which approximates a non-factional
township.

‘In Township 18, Faction A split several years previously, and Kuomintang mobilization included a
branch of Faction A.

4“Others” means that several unaffiliated people also engaged in mobilization.

The Making of a Vote-Buying Machine

There are three distinguishing features in the Taiwanese case. First, compared to
many systems described in studies of political clientelism,’® the broker organization
in Taiwan is quite extensive. In the case of Brazil, for example, there seemed to be
only a single broker, the president of a favela, to buy the entire community’s votes
(Gay, 1994: 102). In Taiwan, by contrast, the Kuomintang hired large numbers
of brokers, called tiau-a-ka (literally, “pillars”), each of whom was responsible for
buying relatively few votes.® Along with the extensive broker organizations, no single
broker or privileged family played the role of the “gatekeeper” of the community
(see Auyero, 2000a; Caciagli and Belloni, 1981: 40-1; Knoke, 1990: 144-6;
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