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As pa r t o f a general m o v e m e n t t o w a r d the s tudy o f c o m p l e x societies i n 
po l i t i ca l a n t h r o p o l o g y , the last f e w years has witnessed a p ro l i f e r a t i on o f 
emp i r i ca l studies i n pa t ron-c l i en t ties. M o s t o f this l i te ra ture has been 

essentially descript ive i n character, b u t m o r e recent ly at tempts have been made 
to analyse the p r o b l e m o f the re la t ion be tween transitions i n these ties and the 
k inds o f s t ructural change i m p l i e d b y the n o t i o n o f increasing social " c o m p l e x i t y " . 
T h e concepts e m p l o y e d i n these analyses have b y and large been those o f neo -
W e b e r i a n " m o d e r n i s a t i o n " theory . Patronage as a p h e n o m e n o n w i t h i n c o m p l e x 
societies has been ascribed t o the su rv iva l i n t h e m o f residual " t r a d i t i o n a l " 
elements, w h i l e its displacement, first b y the p h e n o m e n o n o f "b roke rage" , and 
later b y ho r i zon ta l ly -a r t i cu l a t ed fo rms o f p o l i t i c a l mob i l i s a t i on , has been ascribed 
to the eradicat ion o f these elements b y the modern i sa t ion process. T h r o u g h the 
e x a m i n a t i o n o f the rise and fa l l o f I r i sh ru r a l society's mos t characteristic occupant 
o f the ro le o f pa t ron—the " g o m b e e n m a n " — t h i s paper at tempts t o assess the 
strengths and weaknesses o f this thesis, and m o r e general ly, the theoret ical 
p rob lems raised b y efforts t o accommodate the typ ica l categories o f p o l i t i c a l 
a n t h r o p o l o g y w i t h d y n a m i c theories o f social change. 

T h e expos i t ion and a rgumen t are i n f o u r sections. F i rs t ly , there is a discussion 
o f the exis t ing l i te ra ture o n patronage and brokerage w i t h i n p o l i t i c a l a n t h r o ­
p o l o g y . Secondly, three case-studies are presented o f patronage and brokerage 
i n h is tor ica l and c o n t e m p o r a r y I r i sh society. T h i r d l y , the adequacy o f ex is t ing 
fo rmu la t i ons o f the p r o b l e m o f the re la t ion be tween patronage, t r a d i t i o n and 
modern i sa t ion is examined i n the i r l i g h t . Last ly , the weaknesses o f ex is t ing 
fo rmu la t i ons are discussed i n re la t ion to the status o f the concepts they e m b o d y . 



I 

T h e f i rs t appearance o f the terms "pa t ronage" and "c l ien tage" w i t h i n a 
systematic descr ip t ion o f s t ructured social relations appears i n Webe r ' s ideal t ype 
o f p a t r i m o n i a l i s m , to be f o u n d i n The Religion of China and elsewhere. T h e 
no t ions w e r e developed m o r e extensively i n M a r c Bloch ' s m o n u m e n t a l Feudal 
Society, i n w h i c h the " g r o w t h o f ties o f personal dependence" is seen as the k e y 
de te rminan t i n the rise o f feudal ism. T h e social relations denoted b y these not ions 
differ l i t t l e as e m p l o y e d b y W e b e r , B l o c h o r m o d e r n po l i t i c a l anthropologis ts . 
Patronage denotes a re la t ion o f personal dependence and subord ina t ion i n w h i c h 
m u t u a l exchanges take place be tween a patron, w h o constitutes the source o f one 
side o f the exchanges, and a client, w h o constitutes the source o f the other . T h e 
dependence and subord ina t ion o f the c l ien t is const i tu ted t h r o u g h the fact tha t 
i n the re la t ion i t is always the pa t ron , b y v i r t u e o f superior resources o f one k i n d 
o r another, w h o determines the cur rency and v o l u m e o f the exchange. 1 W i t h i n 
p o l i t i c a l a n t h r o p o l o g y the e x p l o r a t i o n o f these relations was pioneered b y Barnes, 
M i t c h e l l and G l u c k m a n i n the i r art icle o n the A f r i c a n headman, and advanced 
and adumbra ted b y Fallers, M i t c h e l l and Fortes w i t h reference to A f r i c a , b y 
Foster and W o l f w i t h reference t o M e x i c o , Geertz and W e r t h e i m to South-east 
Asia , Boissevain to the Medi te r ranean and B a r t h and Paine w i t h reference to the 
N o r w e g i a n and Canadian arctics. 

I n the process o f the i n c o r p o r a t i o n o f these terms i n t o a n t h r o p o l o g y , another 
n o t i o n has been added. T h i s is tha t o f brokerage, w h i c h c o m m o n l y denotes the 
ro le o f the m i d d l e m a n w h o purveys goods, services and values o n b e h a l f o f the 
p a t r o n and i n r e t u r n purveys the rec iprocal payments specified b y the exchange 
back to h i m , w h i l e m e d i a t i n g b o t h transactions i n m o r e o r less c o m p l e x ways . 
W e w i s h n o w to exp la in h o w these no t ions " w o r k " w i t h i n po l i t i c a l a n t h r o ­
p o l o g y , tha t is, w h a t theories specify the fo rms and l i m i t s o f the i r app l i cab i l i ty . 
A p a r t f r o m s t ructural a n t h r o p o l o g y and A m e r i c a n f o r m a l e thnography , the 
d o m i n a n t theoret ical p o s i t i o n in t e rna t iona l ly i n a n t h r o p o l o g y today is tha t o f 
transactionalism. Those w h o h o l d this pos i t i on argue tha t since integrated encapsu­
lated societies n o longer f o r m the object o f a n t h r o p o l o g y , the funct ional is t f rame 
o f reference designed t o c o m p r e h e n d t h e m should be discarded i n f avou r o f an 
approach w h i c h studies the processes o f strategic nego t i a t ion w h e r e b y n e w social 
relations be tween members o f ex-encapsulated societies and the larger society 
are fo rged . Character is t ical ly, the m o d e l o f the economic m a r k e t and its ba rga in ing 
processes has been transposed t o this s tudy, o n the grounds tha t l i k e the n e w 
conjunc ture s tudied b y a n t h r o p o l o g y , i t combines b o t h the actions o f free agents 
and cer ta in tendencies to r egu la r i t y i n the same. Hence the interest o f po l i t i c a l 
a n t h r o p o l o g y i n the f o l l o w i n g k inds o f relat ions: patronage and brokerage ; 

i . This def ini t ion is derived f r o m R. Paine's essay, " A Theo ry o f Patronage and Brokerage" i n 
Paine, R. (ed.), Patrons and Brokers in the East Arctic, St. John's Newfound land : Social & Economic 
Papers, 1971. This t ex t includes a comprehensive b ib l iography o n the subject. 



fac t iona l i sm; fr iendship-cl iques; i nd iv idua l - cen t r ed coal i t ions ; social n e t w o r k s , 
and so o n . 

W i t h i n this general tendency, t w o m a i n posit ions m a y be iden t i f i ed . T h e first, 
w h i c h w e shall call " s t r o n g " transactionalism, posits tha t p o l i t i c a l a n t h r o p o l o g y 
has begun t o discover certain universal fo rms o f social relations characteristic o f 
a l l societies up to and i n c l u d i n g capi ta l ism and socialism. T h e pro jec t o f a n t h r o ­
p o l o g y should therefore be a s t r i c t ly compara t ive one, analysing the different 
con ten t o f these relations i n terms o f the ava i lab i l i ty o f nego t i a t i ng strategies. 
T h e second, w h i c h w e shall cal l " w e a k " transactionalism, posits tha t these 
relations, w h i l e iden t i f i ab ly r e c u r r i n g t h r o u g h o u t h i s to ry , are o n l y especially 
s ignif icant i n the periods i m m e d i a t e l y preceding and d u r i n g the process o f 
i n c o r p o r a t i o n o f p rev ious ly encapsulated societies i n t o " c o m p l e x " societies. A s 
" m o d e r n i s a t i o n " comes s l o w l y t o be diffused, they lose mos t o f the i r significance. 
T h i s pos i t i on , w h i c h w e shall m a i n l y be concerned w i t h , incorporates elements 
o f W e b e r ' s account o f economic and social deve lopment . 

These posi t ions are dupl ica ted w i t h respect t o the quest ion o f patronage and 
brokerage . A c c o r d i n g t o advocates o f " s t r o n g " transactionalism, patronage and 
brokerage are f o u n d i n f a i r l y constant p r o p o r t i o n s i n a l l societies, d i f f e r ing i n 
significance and conten t o n l y i n so far as i n d i v i d u a l members o f the society 
successfully adop t t h e m as strategic ro les . 2 A c c o r d i n g t o the " w e a k e r " vers ion o f 
t ransactionalism o n the o the r hand , w h i l e patronage and brokerage are t o be 
f o u n d i n al l societies, cer ta in s t ructural pr inciples exist w h i c h m a k e t h e m m o r e 
o r less c o m m o n h is tor ica l ly . Summar i s i ng an extensive l i t e ra ture i m p l y i n g this 
thesis, W e i n g r o d formulates the f o l l o w i n g p ropos i t ions : 

1. Pa t ron-c l i en t ties are f o u n d m o s t l y i n three d is t inc t h is tor ica l per iods : w i t h i n 
feudal ism, at the boundaries o f the dua l e c o n o m y i n t ransi t ional societies, and 
at the boundaries o f " l o c a l " and " n a t i o n a l " p o l i t i c a l arenas i n t rans i t ional 
societies. 

, 2. T h e s t ructura l pr inciples g i v i n g rise t o pat ronage and brokerage are f euda l ­
i s m (patronage proper ) and the emergence o f a regula t ive state i n t rans i t iona l ' 

2. I n an article i n the j o u r n a l Sociologisches Gids, Boissevain, a representative " s t rong" trans-
actionalist, remarks: "Patronage must be studied as a universal phenomenon . . . the relevant 
questions are no t where and w h y patronage occurs (since patronage occurs i n a l l societies) but h o w 
patrons and clients operate their roles and wha t other factors influence their operation. G iven 
that this is a universal phenomenon, our object should be to arrive at meaningful hypotheses 
regarding the relat ion between strategy, resources and env i ronment . " "Patrons as Brokers" , 
SG V o l . 16, 1968. 

Even more sharply, Paine concludes his analysis o f patronage w i t h the argument that no t o n l y 
is patronage a universal phenomenon, bu t that i n determining w h o occupies patronage roles, 
consideration o f status and rank are subordinate i n comparison w i t h particular people's 'general 
strategic ski l ls" (Paine, R. , i b id . ) . This posi t ion w o u l d also be occupied by .Bai ley , w h o attempts 
t o apply Game Theo ry to the study o f these relations ( in Strategems and Spoils, O x f o r d (Blackwel l ) , 
1968). 



societies i n w h i c h a u t h o r i t y remains dispersed and state a c t i v i t y fa i r ly 
c i rcumscr ibed (brokerage) . 

3. T h e s t ructural pr inciples g i v i n g rise to the decline o f patronage and brokerage 
are this t rans i t ion t o the regula t ive state (displacement o f patronage b y 
brokerage) and the emergence o f a r e f o r m i n g state w i t h a large bureaucratic 
apparatus (erosion o f brokerage and t rans i t ion t o supra-local po l i t i c s ) . 3 

O n the one hand , patronage, brokerage and clientage as universal societal 
a t t r ibutes ; o n the other , these roles as h i s to r ica l ly c o n d i t i o n e d social relationships 
r i s ing i n the p e r i o d o f feudal i sm (conceptualised as po l i t i c a l decentralisation) and 
s l o w l y disappearing w i t h the advent o f bureaucrat izat ion and industr ia l isat ion. 
A l m o s t a l l the l i te ra ture o n patronage impl ies one o r o ther o f these perspectives. 
' Before passing d i r ec t ly t o o u r case-studies o f the opera t ion o f these relations i n 

I r i s h r u r a l society, i t w o u l d be as w e l l t o r e v i e w the claims w h i c h have been made 
b y students o f I r i s h p o l i t i c a l soc io logy f o r the explana tory m e r i t o f these per­
spectives i n r e l a t ion to this par t icu lar r eg ion . A p ionee r ing w o r k i n this respect was 
Chubb ' s The Government and Politics of Ireland. T h i s w o r k is cent ra l ly devo ted t o 
a comprehensive descr ip t ion o f I r i sh po l i t i co - l ega l ins t i tu t ions , b u t i t also br ings 
together a n u m b e r o f sociological themes i n a discussion o f var ious "anomal ies" 
i n I r i s h po l i t i cs . These i n c l u d e : the character o f b o t h the m a j o r parties as v e r t i c a l l y -
in tegra ted inter-class alliances; a lack o f serious ideo log ica l differences be tween 
these part ies; a comprehensive loca l i sm i n na t iona l po l i t i c s ; a statistically-attested 
e x t r e m e l y l o w degree o f pub l i c confidence i n the a b i l i t y o f o r d i n a r y citizens to 
co l l ec t ive ly influence loca l o r na t iona l g o v e r n m e n t a l a c t i on ; an absence o f 
interest-groups o r p u b l i c campaigns i n na t iona l po l i t i c s ; the dominance o f 
na t iona l and loca l po l i t i cs b y the personal clienteles o f po l i t i c ians ; and the constant 
recurrence o f - c o r r u p t practices i n local g o v e r n m e n t . A t different places i n his 
w o r k , C h u b b effectually ascribes a l l these anomalies ("anomalies" f o r a western 
European democracy) to the opera t ion o f patronage and brokerage. Indeed, 
accord ing t o C h u b b , the ro le o f pol i t ic ians and p o l i t i c a l parties i n I re land is 
essentially the a r t i cu la t ion o f these relations. C h u b b sees this as a consequence o f 
residual " t r a d i t i o n " : > 

For generations, Irish people saw that to get the benefits that public authorities 
bestow, the help o f a man w i t h connections and influence was necessary. A l l that 
democracy has meant is that such a man has been laid on officially, as i t were, and 
is n o w no longer a master but a servant, (p. 76) 

Chubb ' s analysis was carr ied fu r the r b y B a x i n an art icle w h i c h appeared t w o 
years l a t e r . 4 L i k e C h u b b , B a x claims tha t the dominance o f patronage and 

3. W e i n g r o d , A . , "Patrons, Patronage and Pol i t ical Parties", Comparative Studies in Society and 
History, V o l . 10, 1967. 

4. Bax , M . , "Patronage Ir ish Style: Politicians as Brokers" , SG, V o l . 18, 1970. 



brokerage underlies Ireland's p o l i t i c a l anomalies. M o r e than that , i t has been the 
means b y w h i c h the ver t ica l i n t eg ra t ion o f I r i sh society has been secured fo r mos t 
o f the last h u n d r e d years. U n t i l independence (1922) says B a x , landlords acted as 
the p r i n c i p a l patrons and brokers ; since the emergence o f an independent re fo rmis t 
and in te rven t ion i s t state apparatus, they have been displaced b y professional 
pol i t ic ians m e d i a t i n g be tween the f o r m e r clients o f the n o w powerless landlords 
and the n e w state bureaucracy. T h e success o f the latter i n establishing themselves 
has been based u p o n the scarcity-value o f the social benefits they had p r i v i l e g e d 
access to , i n the endemic "persona l i sm" and " l o c a l i s m " o f the " I r i s h character", 
and i n the s te r i l i ty o f the ideologica l disputes o f the p e r i o d . These causes w e r e 
heightened b y the i n t r o d u c t i o n b y the n e w reg ime o f the P r o p o r t i o n a l Representa­
t i o n electoral system w i t h m u l t i - m e m b e r constituencies. T h i s forced parties to 
p u t up a n u m b e r o f candidates f o r each area, and candidates to organise a personal 
as w e l l as p o l i t i c a l f o l l o w i n g . A c c o r d i n g to B a x and subsequent l i tera ture inspi red 
b y his research, brokerage is n o w comple t e ly endemic i n I re land , and infuses 
every social t ransact ion. 5 I t is t i m e n o w to examine h o w m u c h the perspectives, 
o u t l i n e d i n theoret ical and opera t ional terms, can actual ly exp la in about I r i sh 
r u r a l social relations, i n the l i g h t o f o u r three case-studies. These cover respectively 
patronage before independence o n the western seaboard; patronage today o n the 
western seaboard; and patronage today i n a " m o d e r n i s e d " ru r a l area o f eastern 
I re land . 

(i) Patronage in the Pre-Independence Era: the Rule of the "Gombeenman" 
A l t h o u g h b o t h C h u b b and B a x iden t i fy landlords as the p r i n c i p a l occupants o f 

the role o f p a t r o n p r i o r to Independence, m o s t o f the evidence suggests tha t the i r 
p o l i t i c a l , m o r a l and economic influence decl ined r a p i d l y f r o m the famine o n ­
w a r d s . 6 B y the 1880s l a n d l o r d p o w e r had passed i n m a n y places to another 
source—the " g o m b e e n m a n " . " G o m b e e n " is a c o r r u p t i o n o f the I r i sh w o r d 
(gaimbin) f o r interest, and the t e r m was o r i g i n a l l y co ined to describe the activit ies 
o f r u r a l moneylenders i n pre-Famine I re land . A f t e r the Famine the t e r m became 
transposed t o shopkeepers either pract is ing usury as a sideline, o r i n t eg ra t ing 
o r t h o d o x c o m m e r c i a l and usurious relations o f exp lo i t a t i on . Such shopkeepers 
w e r e a c o m m o n p h e n o m e n o n eve rywhere i n the early capitalist w o r l d , b u t i n 
cer ta in areas o f I re land , pa r t i cu la r ly the wes te rn seaboard, the " g o m b e e n m a n " was 
n o t s i m p l y one entrepreneur a m o n g m a n y , b u t the effectual ru le r o f large tracts o f 

5. I n the short rime since its publicat ion, Bax's w o r k has p rov ided a focus for discussion b o t h o f 
the typical careers o f recent recruits to the Ir ish pol i t ica l elite (Cohan, A . : The Irish Political Elite, 
D u b l i n : G i l l and Macmi l l an , 1971) and o f the basis o f the pol i t ical successes o f the Fianna F i i l par ty 
(Mann ing , M . , Irish Political Parties, D u b l i n : G i l l and Macmi l l an , 1971). 

6. B y the 18 80s, w i t h the implementa t ion o f the various Land Acts enabling tenant purchase, 
I r ish landlords were almost always either absentees w i t h o u t local mora l or pol i t ica l influence 
(except i n Uls te r ) ; or were capitalist desmesne farmers employ ing wage-labourers and exercising 
influence o n l y over t h e m and the tenant farmers di rect ly dependent o rT them. See Lee, J., The 
Modernization of Irish Society 1848-1918, D u b l i n : G i l l and Macmi l l an , 1973. 



c o u n t r y and hundreds o f "subjects'. T h i s status was f requent ly reflected i n the i r 
acquis i t ion o f the t i t l e " k i n g " o r " l o r d " . 7 

I t is proposed t o r e v i e w the patronage funct ions o f the g o m b e e n m a n under 
the f o l l o w i n g headings: economic , po l i t i c a l and ideologica l . T h e data f o r this 
s tudy are de r ived f r o m p e r i o d "exposure" novels, and f r o m official and unoff icial 
c o n t e m p o r a r y accounts o f I r i sh agrar ian social re la t ions. 8 

Economic Patronage: T h e g o m b e e n m a n o f the p e r i o d 1870-1930 t y p i c a l l y 
exercised economic patronage t h r o u g h credi t r e ta i l ing i n c o m b i n a t i o n w i t h 
m o n e y l e n d i n g . I n o rde r to secure a dependent clientele he made cash loans and 
c red i t freely available to smal l farmers, ostensibly w i t h o u t reference to security. 
I n r e t u r n , he b o t h charged interest and insisted that his debtors b o u g h t goods o n l y 
f r o m his store. H a v i n g established dependence, he w o u l d then charge inflated 
re ta i l prices t o his cus tomer i n o rde r b o t h to secure as m u c h p r o f i t as possible and 
to keep the customer f a l l i n g fu r the r i n t o debt . T h i s secured t i ed clientele fo r b o t h 
purchas ing and re ta i l ing . I t enabled the g o m b e e n m a n to a t ta in a m o n o p o l y i n 
m a r k e t i n g the p roduce o f clients, and fur ther enabled h i m n o t o n l y to pay fo r 
t h e m b e l o w m a r k e t pr ice b u t to m a k e a second p r o f i t b y insist ing that the p roduce 
be bar tered f o r shop-goods. T h e g o m b e e n m a n was also enabled to create a 
b o n d e d l abour -marke t , the m o s t f amed example o f w h i c h was tha t f o r the 
k n i t t i n g i ndus t ry i n west D o n e g a l . 9 

A n o t h e r means o f the creat ion o f bonds o f monopo l i s t i c economic dependence 
was the " t ru s t a u c t i o n " . U n d e r this system prospective clients i n need o f ready 
cash w o u l d sell the i r stock to each o the r t h r o u g h the g o m b e e n m a n (act ing i n the 

7. The transposition o f the t i t le " k i n g " is especially significant, since i t was t radi t ional ly reserved 
i n Irish-speaking areas t o designate the senior l i v i n g male i n the lineage o f the deposed Celtic 
landholder. Gaining this t i t le reflected displacing the personage occupying this role w i t h i n the 
local-level status hierarchy. 

8. T h e novels i n question are the w o r k s o f the Donegal author Patrick M a c G i l l (The Rat Pit, 
L o n d o n : Herber t Jenkins, 1915; Children of the Dead End, L o n d o n : Herber t Jenkins, 1914); and the 
Galway novelist L i a m O'Flaherty (particularly House of Gold, L o n d o n : Jonathan Cape, 1929). 
T h e most impor tan t unofficial descriptions o f the economy o f this region dur ing the per iod are 
t o be f o u n d i n the biographical w o r k s o f W . L . M i c k s (History of the Congested Districts Board, 
D u b l i n : Maunsell , 1925) and Patrick Gallagher, the founder o f the co-operative movement i n 
Donegal (My Life, or Paddy the Cope, L o n d o n : Jonathan Cape, 1936). The pr incipal official reports 
dealing direcdy or indi rec t ly w i t h I r ish rura l social relations i n this per iod are Royal Commission 
on Labour ( V o l . 4, Agr icu l tu ra l Labour i n Ireland), L o n d o n : H M S O , 1893; Royal Commission on 
Congestion, L o n d o n : H M S O , 1906-1908; Departmental Committee on Agricultural Credit in Ireland, 
L o n d o n : H M S O , 1914; and Commission on the Gaeltacht, D u b l i n : Government Stationery Office, 
1926. 

9. Here, k n i t t i n g machines p rov ided b y the Br i t i sh government for starting home industries, 
fe l l i n to the hands o f gombeenmen, w h o hi red t h e m out to the wives o f dependent clients. I n 
conjunct ion w i t h their hire, the gombeenman sold w o o l o n credit to the home-worker . W h e n 
the home-worke r returned the finished garment its value was calculated b y the gombeenman b y 
deducting f r o m a set price the rent o f the machine and the cost o f the w o o l . H e then paid the 
remainder i n shop-goods. M a c G i l l (Children of the Dead End, i b i d . , p . 4-8) estimated that a w o m a n 
w o r k i n g 16 hours w o u l d earn about i l d . w o r t h o f shopgoods after the gombeenman had made 
his four separate profits f r o m the transaction. 



capacity o f m o c k "auc t ioneer" ) at a r t i f i c ia l ly inf la ted prices. T h e g o m b e e n m a n 
passed o n the cash value o f the sale minus commiss ion t o the " b u y e r " , w h o had 
then f o u r m o n t h s to repay the debt at 6 per cent interest. T h e stock w o u l d then 
be i m m e d i a t e l y resold to the o r i g i n a l o w n e r and the process repeated. 

A l t h o u g h engaged i n m a n y o ther varieties o f economic opera t ion ( road 
con t r ac t ing pa id i n t r u c k , share-cropping i n f i sh ing , fa t t en ing o f l ives tock o n 
l and seized—usually i l l e g a l l y — f r o m inso lvent clients, etc.) these w e r e the p r inc ipa l 
modes o f e x p l o i t a t i o n t h r o u g h w h i c h patronage was exercised. W h a t they shared 
was the creat ion o f ties o f m o n o p o l i s t i c personal dependence. 

Political Patronage: G o m b e e n m e n were ex t r eme ly p r o m i n e n t t h r o u g h o u t the 
p e r i o d i n every ma jo r I r i sh po l i t i c a l pa r ty , a l t h o u g h the zeni th o f the i r influence 
was p r o b a b l y reached i n the I r i sh pa r l i amenta ry p a r t y under O ' B r i e n and 
R e d m o n d . 1 0 T h e r e w e r e f ive basic f o r m s o f pa t ron-c l i en t p o l i t i c a l relations at 
this t i m e : 

(a) T h e use o f ties o f monopo l i s t i c economic personal dependence to secure 
a bloc o f suppor t f o r electoral and other p o l i t i c a l purposes. 

(b) T h e use o f resources ob ta ined t h r o u g h elected office to secure favours 
f r o m p a r t y and state w h i c h d i r ec t ly p r o m o t e d the gombeenman 's 
economic pos i t i on . 

(c) T h e use o f resources obta ined t h r o u g h elected office to neutralise o r 
e l imina te p o l i t i c a l opponents . 

(d) T h e use o f economic resources to secure the suppor t o f local notables fo r 
p o l i t i c a l projects and ventures (donations to the C h u r c h , the H u n t , etc.). 

(e) T h e use o f resources ob ta ined b y elected office t o o b t a i n favours fo r 
dependent and non-dependent clients. 

Examples o f each o f these practices can readi ly be p r o v i d e d , b u t t i m e does n o t 
p e r m i t the i r i l l u s t r a t ion . I t should be no ted , h o w e v e r , tha t the mos t characteristic 
c o m b i n a t i o n o f the practices to be f o u n d i n opera t ion o n the western seaboard 
d u r i n g this p e r i o d was the creat ion o f t ied blocs o f po l i t i c a l suppor t , and the use 
o f these to ga in access t o semi- legi t imate means o f f u r t h e r i n g the economic 
p o s i t i o n o f the g o m b e e n m a n . 

Ideological Patronage: W i t h respect to those d i r ec t ly economica l ly dependent 
u p o n h i m , the g o m b e e n m a n served as a monopo l i s t i c source o f certain ideo log ica l 
relations. H e d i d this i n three w a y s : 

First , he of ten imposed an effectual m o r a l o rder o f his o w n o n a loca l i ty , usually 
suppor ted i n this ven tu re b y a semi-dependent curate o r parish priest. 

10. The first serious historian o f the Party was m o v e d to describe its conventions as being 
composed o f " h a l f gombeenmen and h a l f pol i t ical priests" ( O ' D o n n e l l , F., History of the Irish 
Parliamentary Party, L o n d o n : Longmans & Co. , 1910, v o l . I I , p . 468). 



Second, as the loca l official representative o f na t ional i sm, he b o t h in terpre ted 
na t iona l i sm t o the local p o p u l a t i o n and in terpre ted the i r economic and po l i t i ca l 
grievances to the na t iona l p a r t y and state apparatus . 1 1 

T h i r d , as loca l representative o f i ndus t ry and commerce , the gombeenman 
w o u l d act o u t a ro le o f i n n o v a t i o n i n " c o m m e r c i a l " i deo logy , i n t r o d u c i n g no t ions 
o f n o r m a l business practice, legal ob l i ga t i on , outs tanding enterprise, etc. 

I t w i l l be n o t e d tha t the balance o f patronage and brokerage roles occupied b y 
the g o m b e e n m a n i n this p e r i o d w e r e o f a patronage f o r m . Broke rage was n o n ­
existent i n any economic f o r m , subordinate i n po l i t i c a l f o r m to s traight p a t r o n -
c l ient relations, and no m o r e than equal ly significant i n ideologica l relations. 

(i i) Patronage on the Western Seaboard Today 
O n mos t o f the western seaboard the great age o f patronage appears to have 

passed. N o longer do giants o f o l d l i ke the M c D o n a g h f a m i l y o f G a l w a y , o r the 
Sweeney f a m i l y o f the Glenties ( coun ty Donega l ) possess effectual empires, w h i c h 
i n the M c D o n a g h s ' case at least covered over a thousand square miles. The re is n o 
d o u b t , h o w e v e r , that g o m b e e n m e n r e m a i n and that i n m a n y instances the i r 
degree o f p o w e r , i f n o t the physical area o f the i r influence, is und imin i shed . I n 
Inisheer (the smallest o f the A r a n Islands) the p r i n c i p a l shopkeeper is s t i l l referred 
to loca l ly as " the k i n g " . 1 2 I n In ishki l lane , a parish o f c o u n t y Clare studied b y 
B r o d y , the general storekeeper s t i l l effectually monopo l i s ed a l l fo rms o f p o w e r , 
and l i k e the g o m b e e n m e n o f o l d had the parish priest opera t ing accord ing to his 
instruct ions. T h e data f o r this s tudy are de r ived f r o m the recent an th ropo log ica l 
studies o f Messenger and B r o d y , 1 3 f r o m in te rv iews w i t h local in formants , and 
f r o m p r o l o n g e d personal observat ion. 

Economic Patronage: W h i l e m o n e y l e n d i n g , together w i t h its masked fo rms such 
as the trust auc t ion , has decl ined substantially as a source o f gombeen economic 
p o w e r , c red i t - r e ta i l ing c o m b i n e d w i t h gross indebtedness remains the ru le rather 
than the except ion o n the west coast. Reliance u p o n the gombeenman as p r i n c i p a l 
source o f personal and agrarian credi t , and its correlate o f b o n d e d clientage, 
r e m a i n u n d i m i n i s h e d . 1 4 A l t h o u g h i t is n o t repor ted i n any o f the recent a n t h r o -

11. Sometimes this interpretat ion w o u l d be l i te ra l ; the gombeenman w o u l d be the principal 
member o f the local elite speaking b o t h Ir ish and English. 

12. I n a recent fictionalised description about a "respected" county Galway gombeenman, the 
author has his hero no t o n l y called the " B r o w n L o r d " b y his subjects, bu t has the latter hai l ing 
h i m as the true " k i n g " o f the area. Macken, W . , Brown Lord of the Mountain, L o n d o n : Pan 
Books, 1971. 

13. B r o d y , H . , Inishkillane: Change and Decline in the west of Ireland, N e w Y o r k : H o l t , Reinhardt 
& W i n s t o n , 1969. , 

14. I n 1958 an official o f the U S Depar tment o f Agr icu l tu re w h o was commissioned to produce 
a survey o f credit i n rural Ireland concluded that almost all small farmers were indebted i n some 
degree to shopkeepers and merchants, and that even among larger farmers the commonest means 
o f obtaining credit for f a rm maintenance or improvement was to defer indefinitely payment o n 
seeds, feeds and shop-goods. G i lmore , F., Report on Agricultural Credit in Ireland, D u b l i n : C S O , 
1958. 

1 v. 



po log i ca l field-studies, i t is a fact that the use o f debt-bondage t o create a 
m a n i p u l a t o r y w o r k - f o r c e pa id i n t r u c k st i l l occurs i n some areas. I n Connemara i t . 
is cus tomary fo r establishments t o pay i n groceries fo r o u t w o r k such as the m a k i n g 
o f novelt ies fo r tourists. The re is also evidence o f the con t inued practice o f the 
ba r t e r ing o f shop-goods fo r peasant m a r k e t p toduce . 

T o some extent even, n o v e l fo rms o f economic patronage and brokerage have 
appeared. Messenger reports f r o m Inisheer tha t since the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f a means-
tested u n e m p l o y m e n t assistance benefi t ( w h i c h mos t islanders c la im) m o n o p o l i s a ­
t i o n b y " the k i n g " over the exchange i n t o Ster l ing o f overseas emig ran t relatives' 
remittances has g i v e n h i m renewed economic and p o l i t i c a l p o w e r , since prac t ica l ly 
the w h o l e is land is at his m e r c y o f disclosing the i r t rue incomes t o the H o m e 
Assistance Officer . 

Political Patronage: G o m b e e n m e n are s t i l l d i sp ropor t iona te ly p r o m i n e n t i n loca l 
and na t iona l g o v e r n m e n t . Chubb ' s analysis o f the social c o m p o s i t i o n o f c o u n t y 
counci l lors and par l i amenta ry deputies shows that publicans, smal l shopkeepers 
and small businessmen, w h o make up t o 3-2 per cent o f the e m p l o y e d adu l t 
p o p u l a t i o n , represented 31 per cent o f c o u n t y counci l lors , 34 per cent o f pa r l i a ­
m e n t a r y deputies and 20 per cent o f ministers i n the last (Fianna Fail) g o v e r n m e n t . 1 5 

Nevertheless, there seems t o have been a change i n the character o f the patronage 
exercised. I n its o lder f o r m , p o l i t i c a l patronage had been la rge ly commensura te 
w i t h the use o f c l ien t ties to ga in electoral office f o r the gombeenman 's o w n 
personal economic aggrandisement. A l t h o u g h each o f the fo rms o f p o l i t i c a l 
pat ronage already n o t e d m a y s t i l l be f o u n d i n ope ra t ion today , there can be l i t t l e 
d o u b t that there has been a change i n emphasis i n pol i t ics i n the W e s t t o w a r d the 
m o b i l i s a t i o n o f c l i en t ties t o secure electoral office, w h i c h is n o w used as a s tepping-
stone t o achieve fu r the r p o l i t i c a l advancement t h r o u g h the deve lopmen t and 
extension o f a n e t w o r k o f dependence amongst clients u p o n bureaucrat ic favours . 

As a co ro l l a ry , i t c o m m o n l y appears that a d m i n i s t r a t i v e ^ ours have somewha t 
displaced debt-bondage as a source o f the r ec ru i tmen t o f a p o l i t i c a l bloc.16 I n o the r 
w o r d s , there is considerable evidence fo r suggesting tha t local - level p o l i t i c a l p o w e r 
o n the western seaboard today depends j u s t as m u c h o n the successful m a n i p u l a t i o n 
o f brokerage o r m i d d l e m a n ties as i t does o n patronage ties. T h e increasing 
impor t ance o f brokerage as a means o f establishing and m a i n t a i n i n g p o l i t i c a l 
p o w e r is bo rne o u t b y an examina t ion o f the newest f o r m o f p o l i t i c a l r e l a t ion 
based o n personal dependence to emerge i n the W e s t . T h e source o f dependence i n 
this case is the H o m e Assistance Officer, responsible f o r the d i s t r i b u t i o n o f the 
dole . Occupants o f this pos i t i on are f requen t ly said t o be appoin ted as p o l i t i c a l 

15. Chubb , B . , The Government and Politics of Ireland, Conden: Stanford U n i v . Press, 1970, 
pp . 94-6. 

16. Nevertheless, the degree o f reliance o f some politicians o n mobil isa t ion o f direct dependents 
(and, o f course, relatives) is sti l l ve ry h igh . Messenger witnessed Inisheer's " k i n g " haranguing his 
clients at the p o l l i n g b o o t h o n election day (Messenger, i b i d . , p . 65), w h i l e direct observation o f 
similar phenomena elsewhere i n Galway leads us t o believe that this and similar practices remain 
c o m m o n . 



favours , and are of ten accused o f admin is te r ing the dole accord ing to po l i t i ca l 
cr i ter ia . M a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n m a y take the f o r m o f m a k i n g cond i t i ona l the p a y m e n t 
o f welfare benef i t o n electoral compl iance , o r o f p a y i n g benefi t t o the unen t i t l ed 
i n r e t u r n f o r p r o m i s e d fu tu re compl iance . Some evidence o f this practice m a y be 
the discrepancy be tween the n u m b e r o f i l l i tera te adults recorded i n the census fo r 
the wes te rn seaboard, and the considerably larger n u m b e r o f adults w h o c l a i m 
the p r iv i l ege o f the p u b l i c verba l v o t e reserved f o r illiterates (before p o l l i n g 
s ta t ion officials w h o w o u l d of ten general ly inc lude the H o m e Assistance O f f i c e r ) . 1 7 

Ideological Patronage: T h e gombeenman 's f u n c t i o n o f m o r a l patronage has 
suffered someth ing o f a paral lel decline, a l t h o u g h his brokerage funct ions r e m a i n 
t o a great ex ten t intact . A l t h o u g h g o m b e e n m e n appear a lmost eve rywhere as 
amongs t the m o s t au thor i t a t ive figures i n the c o m m u n i t y i t was o n l y f r o m 
Inisheer tha t i t was repor ted that despite resistance, " t he k i n g " was s t i l l able t o 
p u b l i c l y r e p r i m a n d the g r o w n m e n o f the island as to the i r manners, morals 
and misdemeanors accord ing t o his o w n personal code. 

T h e m o r a l and ideo log ica l funct ions o f the g o m b e e n m a n appear to have 
changed l i t t l e , h o w e v e r . T h e g o m b e e n m a n s t i l l tends to occupy a monopo l i s t i c 
o r semi -monopol i s t i c pos i t i on i n i n t e rp r e t i ng ideas about c o m m e r c i a l l i fe and 
pol i t i cs t o the c o m m u n i t y , and o f i n t e rp re t i ng back to p a r t y and state local- level 
e conomic and social grievances. 

( i i i ) Patronage in "modernised" Ireland: Wicklow in the 'fifties 

L o w l a n d W i c k l o w is b y I r i sh standards prosperous and modernised , be ing the 
l oca t ion o f qu i t e large c o m m e r c i a l farms, populous and re la t ive ly w e l l - o f f vil lages 
and some small-scale indus t ry . T h i s case-study is o f social relations i n the v i l lage o f 
Baltinglass. T h e a r t i cu la t ion o f these relations became clearly vis ible i n a famous 
loca l inc iden t w h i c h occur red d u r i n g the early 1950s, the so-called " B a t t l e o f 
Ba l t i ng l a s s " . 1 8 Firs t , a resume o f the events o f the " B a t t l e " . A t this time, I r e l and 
was r u l e d b y a coa l i t i on g o v e r n m e n t , i n w h i c h the then N a t i o n a l L a b o u r Par ty 
was g i v e n the M i n i s t r y o f Posts and Telegraphs. D u r i n g the p e r i o d o f office o f 
the L a b o u r min is te r , the j o b o f postmaster i n Baltinglass was awarded to the son 
o f the loca l N a t i o n a l L a b o u r Par ty organiser, w h o was a shopkeeper and farmer . 
A n 1 o u t c r y was raised loca l ly , ostensibly o n beha l f o f the t e m p o r a r y i n c u m b e n t 
postmistress, i n whose f a m i l y the post had been he ld fo r e igh ty years. A l t h o u g h 
this o u t c r y was i n the name o f the p r inc ip l e o f heredi tary office, i t was i n fact l ed 
b y a n u m b e r o f loca l r i v a l gombeenmen , whose m a i n object ions appear t o have 
been tha t the L a b o u r merchan t w o u l d reap an unfa i r t r a d i n g advantage f r o m 
h a v i n g the post-office instal led i n his shop-cum-bar , and tha t access to the loca l 
telephone exchange f o r the merchan t w o u l d g ive h i m the o p p o r t u n i t y o f spreading 

' 17. Records o f numbers o f i l l i terate voters are no t kept . Th is statement is based u p o n reports o f 
local Labour Party officials. . 

18. The sources o f this account are Earl , L . , The Battle of Baltinglass, L o n d o n : Harrap & Co. , 1952 
and contemporary press accounts. 



mal ic ious gossip abou t his r ivals . I n the end , after b o t h camps had pursued a 
n u m b e r o f strategies, the son o f the merchan t was fo rced t o resign and the 
t e m p o r a r y i n c u m b e n t was made permanent . I n the process, a n u m b e r o f 
characteristics abou t the loca l opera t ion o f patronage and brokerage ties were 
exposed. 

Economic Patronage: Ties o f m o n o p o l i s t i c personal dependence i n the economic 
sector w e r e o f a ra ther different k i n d i n W i c k l o w to those i n the areas covered b y 
the o ther case-studies. First , patronage based o n customer-cl ientage was l i m i t e d 
effectively to tha t created b y debt-bondage. M a r k e t i n g and e m p l o y m e n t f o l l o w e d 
n o r m a l capitalist lines, b e i n g const i tu ted b y relations be tween " f ree" agents. I n 
the second instance merchan t businesses i n Baltinglass tended o n the w h o l e t o be, 
b y I r i sh standards, f a i r l y large, and a g o o d deal o f the v i l l age p o p u l a t i o n was 
dependent d i r ec t l y o r i nd i r ec t l y u p o n one o r o the r o f the merchan t families fo r 
e m p l o y m e n t . I n a p e r i o d o f general ly h i g h v i l l age u n e m p l o y m e n t and shortage o f 
o the r sources o f r emunera t ion , shop e m p l o y m e n t const i tu ted a c o m p e l l i n g p a t r o n -
c l ient t ie . T h i r d , besides the shopkeepers another set o f economic patrons existed, 
n a m e l y t w o local g round- l and lo rds , rece iv ing capitalist g r o u n d - r e n t f r o m local 
shopkeepers and farmers. A t this t i m e i n I r i s h l a w , g r o u n d landlords h a d the r i g h t 
t o ev ic t under qu i t e a w i d e n u m b e r o f circumstances, and i t was the threat o f such 
ac t ion b y the L a b o u r merchant 's g r o u n d l a n d l o r d w h i c h appears t o have eventual ly 
p r o v e d decisive i n his son's resignat ion. 

Political Patronage: I n Baltinglass p r i o r t o the " B a t t l e " , po l i t i ca l patronage was, 
o n the w h o l e , restr icted t o : 

(a) T h e use o f ties o f monopo l i s t i c personal dependence t o secure a po l i t i c a l 
clientele, essentially f o r loca l g o v e r n m e n t electoral purposes. 

(b) T h e use o f resources ob ta ined t h r o u g h e lect ion to secure favours fo r 
clients n o t y e t t i ed to the b roke r . 

U p t o the a p p o i n t m e n t o f the n e w postmaster, n o b o d y appears t o have exercised 
sufficient powers o f p o l i t i c a l patronage to have been able t o ei ther d i rec t ly p r o m o t e 
the i r o w n business career, r e m o v e enemies f r o m p u b l i c j obs , crush local pockets o f 
p o l i t i c a l resistance t o causes h a r m f u l t o the pa t ron , o r " b u y " the po l i t i c a l suppor t 
o f local notables. The re is l i t t l e d o u b t that up to the " B a t t l e " , most o f the area's 
p o l i t i c a l "pa t ronage" was i n fact brokerage. T h e " B a t t l e " itself, w h i c h i n rea l i ty 
represented an a t t emp t b y one g o m b e e n m a n t o p r o m o t e his business interests 
t h r o u g h his po l i t i c a l connections (themselves r e l y i n g o n his h o l d i n g elected 
office), r e in t roduced one o f the o lder k inds o f po l i t i c a l patronage. For the mos t 
par t t h o u g h , brokerage had so f i r m l y been established as the loca l p o l i t i c a l n o r m , 
tha t i n i t i a l m o b i l i s a t i o n against the merchant was organised almost w h o l l y t h r o u g h 
brokerage. T h e i n c u m b e n t postmistress's i n i t i a l strategy o f resistance was t o 
contact local "notables" , w h o she bel ieved c o u l d act as brokers fo r her (a re la t ive 
o f a f r i end o f another cabinet minis ter , the loca l c le rgy , c o u n t y counci l lors , and 
par l i amenta ry deputies). I n a d d i t i o n , her var ious supporters dupl ica ted this 
strategy w i t h the i r o w n appeals to inf luent ia l notables. I t was n o t u n t i l these 



strategies fai led tha t the t w o sides began t o mobi l i se the i r economic clients f o r street 
demonstrat ions and o ther popu la r actions. W h e n these i n t u r n d i d n o t realise 
the i r goa l , d i rec t exercise o f the single tie o f economic patronage i n w h i c h the 
L a b o u r merchan t was a subordinate m e m b e r o f the oppos ing fac t ion was 
necessitated. 

Ideological Patronage: Ideo log ica l patronage p roper d i d n o t exist i n Baltinglass, 
b u t the loca l i ty possessed a n u m b e r o f ideologica l brokers . D u r i n g the " B a t t l e " , 
the i r ro le was essentially tha t o f p r o v i s i o n o f different rhetorics t h r o u g h w h i c h i t 
c o u l d be f o u g h t o u t . I n the camp o f the i n c u m b e n t postmistress, f o r example , a 
conf l ic t c o u l d be discerned be tween tradit ionalists , w h o w i shed to see the conf l ic t 

' publ ic ised na t iona l ly i n terms o f an a f f i rmat ion o f the p r inc ip le o f heredi tary 
office, and those, such as a local pa r l i amenta ry depu ty , w h o expressed the affair 
as an example o f the c o a l i t i o n government ' s indulgence i n j o b b e r y and 
c o r r u p t i o n . 1 9 \ 

I I 

As a p re lude to discussing an th ropo log ica l at tempts t o relate changes i n relations 
o f patronage and brokerage t o s t ructural change i n the l i g h t o f the evidence 
presented, l e t us first t r y t o summarise the p r i n c i p a l changes i n the different 
aspects o f patronage w h i c h w e delineated. 

(i) Relations of Economic Patronage: Deb t -bondage created b y c red i t - re ta i l ing 
appears to have remained f a i r l y constant i n extent , be ing an i m p o r t a n t factor i n 
each o f the cases considered. H o w e v e r , i t is cer ta in tha t the degree o f debt-bondage 
i n i n d i v i d u a l cases has d imin i shed f r o m its a l a r m i n g character d u r i n g the p e r i o d 
1870 t o 1930. For example , cases o f gombeenmen seizing the p r o p e r t y o f insolvent 
clients are pract ica l ly unheard o f today . T h e t r ad i t iona l co ro l l a ry o f c red i t -
r e t a i l ing , m o n e y - l e n d i n g , appears o n the o ther h a n d to have d imin i shed b o t h i n 
extent and degree. T h e o ther various fo rms o f usurious and semi-usurious economic 
relations organised t r ad i t i ona l ly a r o u n d debt-bondage are also o n the decline, 
and are n o w m o r e o r less conf ined t o the r emote r parts o f the western seaboard. 

These relations have o n the w h o l e been replaced b y the n o r m a l c o m m e r c i a l 
relations o f a society d o m i n a t e d b y the capitalist m o d e o f p r o d u c t i o n . I n I re land , 
h o w e v e r , w i t h its t r ad i t iona l shortage o f oppor tun i t i es f o r indus t r ia l e m p l o y m e n t 
and inves tment , o therwise p u r e l y capitalist economic relations such as those 
be tween shop-owners and shop-assistants, and g r o u n d landlords and g r o u n d 
lessees occasionally c o m m a n d a characteristic o f the generat ion o f personal 
dependence t yp i ca l o f pa t ron-c l i en t ties. 

( i i ) Relations of Political Patronage: T h e generalisation can be made tha t there 
appears t o have been a t rans i t ion f r o m patronage exercised o n the basis o f the 

19. This was to prove o f some embarrassment t o the traditionalists, w h o at the stage o f the 
"Ba t t l e " w h e n this conflict arose w e r e t r y i n g t h r o u g h their own'brokerage resources t o fix up a 
compensatory local government j o b for the displaced incumbent postmistress. 



m o b i l i s a t i o n o f economica l ly dependent clients to ga in electoral posi t ions t h r o u g h 
w h i c h the g o m b e e n m a n c o u l d p r o m o t e his business interests, t o patronage and 
brokerage mob i l i s ed i n a c o m b i n e d fashion to create blocs consist ing b o t h o f 
dependent clients and " f r i ends" w o n over t h r o u g h favours. W i t h the i r suppor t 
the " m o d e r n " gombeenman hopes to ga in electoral pos i t ion , t h r o u g h w h i c h he 
m a y ex tend his w e b o f friends and l aunch a po l i t i c a l career. 

Th i s process is reflected i n the increasing impor t ance ( w h i c h B a x notes i n his 
article) o f professional pol i t ic ians i n the a r t i cu la t ion o f patronage and brokerage 
relations. 

A g a i n , h o w e v e r , i t should be n o t e d tha t po l i t i c a l patronage o f the o l d f o r m 
m a y be mob i l i s ed i n " e x t r e m e " situations. T h i s impl ies , o f course, tha t a basis f o r 
i t i n economic and social relations remains. 

( i i i ) Relations of Ideological Patronage: T h e same k i n d o f t rans i t ion appears to 
have occur red i n this aspect o f patronage, a l t h o u g h i n a m o r e ex t reme f o r m . 
Ideo log ica l patronage i n the sense o f a g o m b e e n m a n be ing able t o dictate his o w n 
personal code o f m o r a l imperat ives and obl iga t ions o n a c o m m u n i t y , has n o w 
been a lmost en t i re ly displaced. I t has g i v e n w a y to a noticeable b roaden ing o f 
relations o f brokerage, o f service as an ideo log ica l i n t e rmed ia ry be tween society 
i n general and /o r the state and local commun i t i e s . 

O n the w h o l e , o u r case-studies therefore appear, w i t h some reservations, to 
bear o u t the " w e a k " transactionalist thesis pos i t ing a general t rans i t ion f r o m 
patronage based o n p a t r i m o n i a l and patr iarchal economic and ideologica l ties, t o 
brokerage, based o n " p r i m i t i v e " po l i t i c a l parties. Ce r t a in special features o f I r i sh 
society, n o t a b l y scarcity o f economic resources and the P r o p o r t i o n a l Representa­
t i o n v o t i n g system, have served to shield brokerage f r o m the incursions usually 
made u p o n i t b y the t rans i t ion o f the in te rven t ion i s t and r e f o r m i n g state. U n d e r ­
l y i n g this pos i t ion is, as w e have seen, the n o t i o n o f s ta te- format ion and deve lop ­
m e n t as the typ ica l means b y w h i c h au tonomous p o l i t i c a l empires o f loca l patrons 
are replaced b y var ious adminis t ra t ive and p o l i t i c a l intermediaries possessing 
different ial degrees o f la t i tude i n the nego t i a t ion o f the relations be tween the dua l 
components o f the society. Ear l ier , this concep t ion was t e rmed " n e o - W e b e r i a n " . 
B y this i t was mean t tha t this thesis i n t u r n presumed the n o t i o n o f h o m o l o g o u s 
cross- inst i tut ional paths o f modern i sa t ion , secularisation and in t eg ra t i on f o l l o w i n g 
f r o m the progressive expansion o f the ro le o f ra t ional- legal a u t h o r i t y , e m b o d i e d 
i n the s tate . 2 0 

O n the o ther hand , there r ema in a n u m b e r o f anomalies be tween the evidence 
and these theses, w h i c h i t is necessary to examine closely i n o rder to see h o w far 
they have i n fact been c o n f i r m e d . T h e anomalies w e w i s h to deal w i t h are three 
i n n u m b e r . 

First, i t w i l l be n o t e d f r o m the evidence that despite the general t r end t o w a r d 

20. Representative statements o f this broader thesis are to be found i n the theses o n modernisation 
o f Bendix and o f A l m o n d and Powel l . See Bendix , R., Citizenship and Nation-Building, N e w 
Y o r k : W i l e y , 1964 and A l m o n d , G. and Powel l , G., Comparative Politics & Developmental Approach, 
Boston: L i t t l e , B r o w n & Co. , 1966. 
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the displacement o f patronage b y brokerage, there are certain decisive fo rms o f 
social relations o f a patronage nature w h i c h b o t h r ema in , and whose existence 
cannot be ascribed to the " s h i e l d i n g " f u n c t i o n o f economic scarcity o r P r o ­
p o r t i o n a l Representat ion. F o r example , i n each case-study i t was clear that c red i t -
r e t a i l ing , the m o s t c o m m o n basis o f patronage, was ex t r eme ly c o m m o n , and 
tha t i t r emained decisive i n d e t e r m i n i n g cer ta in relations o f po l i t i c a l subord ina t ion . 
I t was even observed h o w n e w forms o f economic bondage c o u l d come i n t o 
existence, f o r example , t h r o u g h the m o n o p o l y o f the loca l gombeenman i n 
exchang ing remittances o f fo r e ign cur rency to a p o p u l a t i o n dependent u p o n the 
secrecy o f this opera t ion . T h e preservat ion and even r e p r o d u c t i o n o f these relations 
have taken place despite w h a t can undispu tab ly be regarded as the " m o d e r n i s a t i o n " 
o f I r i sh society, i n the f o r m o f the emergence o f a nation-state w i t h its o w n 
bureaucrat ic , repressive and ideologica l apparatuses, i n the shape o f a shift f r o m 
ascr ipt ion t o achievement as the basis o f the cons t i tu t ion o f d o m i n a n t status 
groups, i n the g r o w t h o f c o m m e r c i a l agr icul ture , o f per capita i ncome and gross 
na t iona l p r o d u c t , and so o n . 

Secondly, this patronage appears not t o exist as a su rv iva l o r relic i n the mos t 
r emo te and b a c k w a r d areas ( t h o u g h i t is there tha t i t finds its f o rmidab le 
expression), b u t as an o u t g r o w t h o f certain ties w h i c h are i n n o recognisable sense 
" t r a d i t i o n a l " at a l l . O n the con t ra ry , these ties are anchored i n a certain f o r m o f 
c o m m e r c i a l r e la t ion specific to commodity economy. C red i t - r e t a i l i ng , despite its 
e lement o f barter and its f requent association w i t h fo rms o f usurious exp lo i t a t i on 
based o n barter, was o n l y i n t r o d u c e d i n t o the I r i sh count rys ide w i t h the passing 
o f the classically p a t r i m o n i a l phase o f l a n d l o r d ru le . C red i t - r e t a i l i ng spread to the 
W e s t o n l y w h e n a n u m b e r o f condi t ions c o m b i n e d to de termine i t : w h e n , after 
the Famine the subsistence e c o n o m y o f the feudalised co t t i e r -popu la t i on e m p l o y e d 
b y tenant-farmers la rge ly f o r l abour - ren t had collapsed w h e n the r e m a i n i n g small 
subsistence landholders w e r e fo rced t o adop t an e lement o f c o m m e r c i a l f a r m i n g 
to p r o v i d e an i n c o m e w i t h w h i c h to pay w h a t were n o w cash-rents; and w h e n , 
because o f a lack o f a m a r k e t i n rentable and purchasable land* ambi t ious peasants, 
together w i t h some re tu rned emigrants , sought to make the i r career i n n o n -
agr icu l tu ra l relations i n a non- indus t r i a l society. T h e fo rms o f the penet ra t ion o f 
patronage i n t o the I r i sh count rys ide w e r e i n fact none o ther than the fo rms o f the 
pene t ra t ion o f pe t ty-capi ta l i sm. • -

T h e t h i r d a n o m a l y arises i n the quest ion o f the t rans i t ion f r o m patronage to 
brokerage. Despi te the fact tha t patronage did decline, and did surfer displacement 
b y brokerage w i t h s ta te- format ion and modern isa t ion , and despite the t remendous 
deve lopmen t o f brokerage, pa r t i cu la r ly i n the p o l i t i c a l and ideologica l spheres, 
i t appears tha t w h e n p u t to the test, as i n W i c k l o w , patronage appears to possess 
greater efficacy than brokerage i n " d e l i v e r i n g the goods" . T h e quant i ta t ive 
m u l t i p l i c a t i o n o f brokerage ties has n o t l ed to brokerage b e c o m i n g a qua l i ta t ive ly 
s tronger po l i t i c a l resource than patronage. For w i t h the enormous quant i ta t ive 
expansion i n the o b t a i n i n g o f favours f o r a l l and sundry b y po l i t i ca l brokers , there 
has been a dis t inct margina l i sa t ion i n each par t icular consequent re lat ion o f this 



type . N o longer is i t possible t o use brokerage t o achieve large-scale frauds, as i t 
was i n the days o f the Congested Dis t r ic t s B o a r d . T h e o v e r w h e l m i n g m a j o r i t y 
o f b roke r - c l i en t deals are qui te t r i v i a l i n content , and of ten const i tute n o m o r e 
than personalised fo rms o f o b t a i n i n g n o r m a l legal ent i t lements . 

I t should n o w be possible t o summarise a n u m b e r o f cr i t ic isms o f the o r t h o d o x 
t h e o r y o f patronage and brokerage suggested b y these anomalies 

1. Patronage is nei ther ex t inguished as a p h e n o m e n o n , n o r displaced b y 
brokerage w i t h the onset o f p o l i t i c a l modern i sa t ion and the g r o w t h o f 
brokerage as a p h e n o m e n o n . 

2. Patronage does n o t requi re the " s u r v i v a l " o f feudal o r t r ad i t iona l social 
relations t o sustain i t . 

3. Despi te the m u l t i p l i c a t i o n o f ties o f dependence t h r o u g h the g r o w t h o f 
brokerage; patronage s t i l l appears i n the last instance t o be a m o r e effective 
means o f en fo rc ing p o w e r . 

T h e o r t h o d o x thesis cannot meet these cri t icisms. I n fact, i n o rder f o r these 
"anomal ies" to be accounted fo r , they mus t be taken as the r a w mater ia l f o r new 
answers t o the quest ion o f the causes o f patronage and brokerage, and thei r na ture 
as a means o f en fo rc ing p o w e r . ' 

T h e answers w h i c h appear here are la rge ly i n the f o r m o f suggestions fo r fu r the r 
research. T a k i n g f i rs t the quest ion o f patronage, any answer w o u l d have t o 
proceed b y l o o k i n g fo r factors c o m m o n t o b o t h the t yp i ca l social site o f patronage-
feudal ism-and pe t ty-capi ta l i sm, as i t was t o be f o u n d i n n ineteenth cen tu ry r u r a l 
I re land . Such a factor w o u l d be compulsory and monopolistic character o f the social 
relations o f p r o d u c t i o n i n b o t h modes o f p r o d u c t i o n . T h i s characteristic e lement 
o f feudal social relations d i d n o t requi re a fu l ly - f l edged feudal ism o r pa t r ia rchal i sm 
t o sustain i t i n r u r a l I r i s h pe t ty-capi ta l i sm, o r even a c o n t i n u i t y be tween the la t ter 
and the fo rmer . Instead i t c o u l d have been cal led i n t o be ing , as Lac lau has p o i n t e d 
o u t w i t h respect t o L a t i n A m e r i c a , 2 1 b y the equ i l ib ra ted deve lopmen t o f the 
d o m i n a n t capitalist m o d e o f p r o d u c t i o n as i t penetrates a society w i t h a loca l 
shortage o f the disposable condi t ions o f p r o d u c t i o n o f l and and l a b o u r - p o w e r . 2 2 

T h i s " f e u d a l " social re la t ion m a y o r m a y n o t exist i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h o the r 
elements o f the feudal m o d e o f p r o d u c t i o n w i t h i n a g i v e n social f o r m a t i o n . B u t 
w h e t h e r o r n o t i t exists as pa r t o f feudal ism proper , i t w i l l have its o w n d i s t inc t 
po l i t i c a l and ideologica l effects: patronage can therefore be analysed i n terms o f 
b e i n g a c o m b i n a t i o n o f such an economic re la t ion and such a set o f effects. 

F o l l o w i n g o n f r o m this, brokerage can be analysed i n terms o f the dissolution o f 

2 1 . Laclau, E., "Capi ta l ism and Feudalism i n La t in A m e r i c a " , New Left Review 69 (September/ 
October 1971). 

22. Pr ior t o the Famine, another different set o f compulsory and monopolis t ic social relations 
existed between a huge cottier popula t ion and a small number o f commercial tenant farmers. I n 
this case, they arose as a consequence o f the penetration o f earlier forms o f the capitalist mode o f 
p roduc t ion i n the situation o f a local shortage o f money capital. 



this social re la t ion . For u n l i k e patronage, brokerage is dis t inguished b y its n o n -
c o m p u l s o r y character. I t is the o u t c o m e o f v o l u n t a r y strategies b y ostensibly " f ree" 
partners. L i k e the serf, whose legal t ie to his m a n o r i a l l o r d was u n d e r w r i t t e n b y the 
latter 's monopo l i s t i c disposal ove r local l and , the small fa rmer o f n ine teenth-
cen tury Connach t c o u l d n o t shift his clientage, even w h e n n o t i n legal bondage, 
since the g o m b e e n m a n possessed monopo l i s t i c c o n t r o l over local r e t a i l ing and 
m a r k e t i n g . T h e emergence o f brokerage appears, i n the west o f I re land at any 
rate, t o be related to the multiplication o f local gombeenmen , t h r o u g h the emer­
gence o f greater numbers o f petty-capitalists f r o m the ranks o f the f a r m i n g 
p o p u l a t i o n d u r i n g the b o o m years d u r i n g , and i m m e d i a t e l y preceding, the first 
W o r l d W a r . T h e effects o f such changes m a y be sought b y e x a m i n i n g the 
w e a k e n i n g o f the dependence o f less indebted clients, and .the s t imu la t ion o f 
c o m p e t i t i o n fo r the i r cus tom. I t is i n these circumstances that n e w strategies fo r 
the crea t ion o f clientele w o u l d c o m e i n t o p lay , and tha t pol i t ics w o u l d become 
conceived as a means o f establishing factionalised sets o f dependents. A n y subse­
quent c o m p e t i t i o n i n the p r o v i s i o n o f favours w o u l d o f course depend o n some 
level o f p o l i t i c a l modern i sa t ion h a v i n g taken place, b u t such modernisa t ion c o u l d > 
never represent the necessary and sufficient c o n d i t i o n o f the emergence o f this 
phenomenon . 

F ina l ly , h o w can patronage be m o r e effective as an ins t rument o f p o w e r than 
brokerage i I f the causes o f brokerage are real ly t o be sought w h e r e w e have 
suggested,' t hen i t w o u l d f o l l o w tha t allegiance i n local- level pol i t ics c o u l d be 
characterised i n terms o f the relations be tween local notables and doub ly-a r t i cu la ted 
sets o f dependents. T h e p o l i t i c a l l y - i n v o l v e d pet ty-capi ta l is t m a y have a fac t ion 
made u p o f clients dependent o n either his p a t r o n o r b r o k e r roles, o r b o t h . I n any 
conf l ic t , brokerage relations c o u l d sustain nei ther w i t h d r a w a l b y clients dependent 
o n a different pa t ron , rior any excessive demand placed u p o n t h e m b y a b roker . 
B e i n g always i n p r inc ip l e transferable, they w o u l d always be weaker than the 
e n d u r i n g * basis o f f rac t ional allegiance to be f o u n d i n comple te economic 
dependence. _> 

I I I 

I n conclus ion , i t m i g h t be asked w h a t k inds o f general issues are raised as 
p rob lems fo r fu r the r analysis b y this discussion. A p a r t f r o m the p r o b l e m o f 
deve lop ing research i n the w a y suggested, these appear t o be t w o i n n u m b e r , and 
b o t h concern the efficacy o f the i n c o r p o r a t i o n b y po l i t i ca l an th ropo logy o f the 
theories and assumptions o f modern i sa t ion theory . T h e first is that o f whe the r 
modern i sa t ion t h e o r y is an adequate t o o l f o r the analysis o f the process o f social, 
p o l i t i c a l and ideologica l t rans i t ion i n c o m p l e x societies, the second is that o f 
whe the r , because o f the nature o f its o w n categories and concepts, po l i t i ca l 
a n t h r o p o l o g y c o u l d be in tegra ted w i t h any other k i n d o f theory o f change 
w i t h o u t abandoning its t r ad i t iona l object . 

First , the quest ion o f the adequacy o f modern i sa t ion t heo ry fo r the general 



comprehens ion o f the k inds o f changes described i n this paper. I t c o u l d be said 
tha t the findings o u t l i n e d above s tood as a ques t ion-mark i n r e l a t ion t o no t ions 
and theories o f an un in te r rup ted , l inear, e v o l u t i o n a r y and expressive modern i sa ­
tion process. T h e basis o f the con t inued significance o f pa t ron -c l i en t relat ions i n 
the I r i sh count rys ide appears to depend n o t u p o n the " s u r v i v a l " o f vest igial 
t r ad i t i ona l o r p a t r i m o n i a l social structures, b u t o n the emergence and so l id i f ica t ion 
o f n e w fo rms o f usurious pe t ty -cap i ta l i sm, recreat ing feudalised social relations o f 
p r o d u c t i o n i n its m a r c h o f progress. I n the I r i sh case, "progress" appears i n 
ac tual i ty to have taken the f o r m o f the c o m b i n e d and uneven deve lopmen t o f 
different modes o f p r o d u c t i o n c o m b i n i n g a d ive r s i ty o f elements f r o m classical 
" f e u d a l i s m " and classical " cap i t a l i sm" , w h i c h w h i l e u l t i m a t e l y d e r i v i n g the i r 
co-presence f r o m the dominance o f successive fo rms o f m e t r o p o l i t a n capital ism, 
cannot be regarded as transparent "expressions" ei ther o f its deve lopmenta l 
pr inciples , o r o f any sociologised descr ipt ion o f its rat ional is t ic propert ies. I n 
I re land at least, nei ther the e c o n o m y n o r the state developed t h r o u g h a progression 
o f s imple e v o l u t i o n a r y stages, n o r d i d changes i n the rest o f the social f o r m a t i o n 
appear t o " c o r r e s p o n d " d i rec t ly t o changes o c c u r r i n g i n the "essential" sector. I n 
o u r case studies at least, the clue to transitions i n pa t ron-c l i en t relations should be 
sought n o t i n any general t heo ry o f modern i sa t ion , b u t i n some t h e o r y w h i c h is 
able to grasp the specificity o f par t icular fo rms o f uneven economic and po l i t i c a l 
deve lopmen t and thei r de te rmina t ion . 

Th i s conclus ion leads i nev i t ab ly t o o u r second general issue: is i t i n fact possible 
to amalgamate po l i t i c a l a n t h r o p o l o g y w i t h a different, i.e. non-evo lu t ion i s t , t heo ry 
o f social change w h i l e s t i l l r e ta in ing its characteristic subject-matter and m e t h o d ­
o l o g y ? I t appears u p o n reflection tha t social a n t h r o p o l o g y has always been 
associated w i t h some k i n d o f evo lu t i on i sm . E v e n after M a l i n o w s k i and Radcl i ffe-
B r o w n banished its w o r s t excesses, as they appeared i n late n ineteenth-century 
and early twen t i e th - cen tu ry " c u l t u r a l " a n t h r o p o l o g y , e v o l u t i o n i s m st i l l crept back 
i n t o the n e w a n t h r o p o l o g y i n the account o f the deve lopmen t o f increasingly 
effective func t iona l e q u i l i b r a t i o n be tween n o r m a t i v e ins t i tu t ions and w h a t was 
rather na ive ly cal led ' actual behav iou r" . 

As w e have seen, this e v o l u t i o n i s m has persisted i n the marr iage be tween the 
transactionalist analysis o f social processes and the sociological analysis o f the i r 
l oca t ion w i t h i n r ap id ly changing c o m p l e x societies. I n this contex t , "actual 
b e h a v i o u r " is seen as a series o f adjustments to e v o l v i n g modern i sa t ion . T h e 
quest ion is w h e t h e r this is mere ly chance, o r whe the r "actual b e h a v i o u r " and its 
s tructure as i t is unders tood b y o r t h o d o x anthropologis ts , can be v i e w e d i n any 
other context . T h e a rgumen t at this p o i n t mus t o f necessity t u r n to an e x a m i n a t i o n 
o f this n o t i o n o f "actual behav iour" . I t w i l l be argued tha t because o f the p u r e l y 
empi r ic i s t concep t ion o f social structure tha t this cons t i tu t ive theoret ical object 
impl ies , p o l i t i c a l a n t h r o p o l o g y has no option b u t to associate i t se l f w i t h an 
e v o l u t i o n i s m whose inadequacy w e hope to have demonstra ted. I n t r ad i t iona l 
a n t h r o p o l o g y , "actual behav iou r " was s tudied i n con junc t i on w i t h the analysis 
o f n o r m a t i v e j u r i d i c a l ins t i tu t ions . B o t h fo rms o f analysis were regarded as 



essentially descript ive i n content , and b o t h were c i rcumscr ibed , as Banaj i has 
p o i n t e d o u t , 2 3 b y the p u r e l y descript ive categories o f " r o l e " , "status", " c o n f l i c t " , 
" a u t h o r i t y " , "pres t ige" and " sen t imen t" . Social s tructure was regarded s i m p l y as 
an aggregate o f different constellations o f the data subsumed b y these categories. 
Func t iona l i sm, i n a sense, was n o m o r e than an i n j u n c t i o n t o s tudy this aggregat ion 
as a u n i t a r y t o t a l i t y , tha t is, w i t h o u t s t ructured combina t ions and opposi t ions and 
w i t h none b u t a. formal regula t ive p r inc ip le . 

I n m o d e r n transactionalism these descript ive categories are replaced b y others 
o f precisely the same status: "action-sets", "quas i -groups" , "social n e t w o r k s " , 
" fac t ions" , and o f course, pa t ron-c l ien t and pa t ron -b roke r -c l i en t relations. Social 
s t ructure is again conceived as an aggregate o f these relations. Its existence i n 
b o t h cases is o n l y at a p u r e l y emp i r i ca l level , and is g i v e n n o theoret ical deter-
m i n a c y . 

I n consequence o f the absence o f any c o m p l e x abstract concep t ion o f social 
s t ructure w h i c h c o u l d account theoret ica l ly f o r evenness and uneveness w i t h i n 
the t o t a l i t y , the d iachronic conceptualisat ion o f the societies i n quest ion m u s t 
i n e v i t a b l y take the f o r m o f the m o v e m e n t f r o m one substantively u n i t a r y and 
untheorised aggregate o f sub-structures to another. A n y particular change m u s t 
therefore be conceived s i m p l y i n terms o f temporal succession rather than de te rmined 
s t ructured t rans i t ion , and change i n general mus t be conceived i n the f o r m o f a 
succession o f s imple , l inear and i n d i v i d u a l l y untheorised steps. I t is this w h i c h 
poses the insuperable p r o b l e m o f i n t r o d u c i n g a c o m p l e x d y n a m i c i n t o the 
process. I f any d y n a m i c is to be i n t r o d u c e d i t mus t be a p u r e l y external one : one 
f i x i n g this series o f o therwise a rb i t r a ry successions i n t o a pa t te rn o f stages i n an 
o n g o i n g process. E v o l u t i o n i s m is i n fact the o n l y d y n a m i c cor responding t o this 
requ i rement . I t appears t o be called f o r t h , o f necessity, b y the a t t empt t o dynamise 
an empi r i c i s t concep t ion o f society w h i c h refuses any in te rna l ly theorised c o n ­
cep t ion o f the re la t ion be tween its parts. 

T h e general issues raised b y these reflections i n fact b r i n g us rather unexpectedly 
t o a real ly fundamenta l p r o b l e m fo r fu r the r analysis, namely , w h e t h e r an th ro ­
p o l o g y can a l l o w i t se l f t o l e n d not ions l i ke "pa t ronage" and "b roke rage" the 
status o f its m o s t abstract and indissoluble categories, s i m p l y o n the basis tha t they 
denote types o f so-called "ac tual b e h a v i o u r " t o be m e t w i t h significant r egu la r i ty . 
T h e answer to this quest ion depended o n w h e t h e r the A n g l o - S a x o n t r a d i t i o n i n 
the discipl ine can free i t se l f f r o m the redolent e m p i r i c i s m w h i c h has characterised 
i t f r o m its i naugura t ion , and take u p some different, non-aggregat ive concep t ion 
o f social s tructure w h i c h w o u l d a l l o w the u t i l i sa t ion o f such re la t ive ly concrete 
concepts w i t h i n a p r o v e n l y adequate t heo ry o f the deve lopment o f social 
f o r m a t i o n . 
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