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REFRAMING PATRON-CLIENT RELATIONS AND EXCHANGE PRACTICES
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ABSTRACT

This article explores issues of social exchange amongst Colombian former refu-
gees who do voluntary work for each other in Aotearoa, New Zealand. The 
complex dynamics enacted by those Colombians who consider themselves to 
be volunteers show how refugees reframe their cultural practices of exchange 
during settlement. They do so by negotiating the meaning and idioms of giving; 
in utilising the cultural narratives of resettlement – in this case, the language 
of voluntariado (volunteering) – former refugees deploy traditional structures 
of exchange, whilst simultaneously modifying their significance to fit their 
social milieu. This article uses two frameworks related to exchange practices: 
the Maussian notion of the gift and patron-client structures. It argues that 
Colombians’ voluntariado is embedded in intricate systems of generosity and 
reciprocity that follow particular types of power imbalances and significantly 
resemble patron-client relations. Overall, Colombians’ clientelistic notions of 
morality, loyalty, and friendship are fundamental to how they build sociality 
during settlement and are deeply important to how they understand themselves, 
their relationships, and their place in the world.
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INTRODUCTION

In 2008, the New Zealand government began resettling Colombian refugees in 
Aotearoa, on average taking on 180 arrivals each year. Colombians are fleeing 
their country’s civil war, which has persisted for more than five decades and 
shows no signs of abating.2 Since their arrival in New Zealand, Colombians 
have built intricate networks by doing ‘voluntary work’ for each other. In 
line with the phenomena explored in other articles in this issue, Colombians’ 
settlement is ideologically and experientially grounded in how they build 
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sociality by and through their distinctive notions of giving, loyalty, friend-
ship, and helping.

In this article, I discuss issues of social exchange amongst Colombian former 
refugees who do voluntary work for each other. The complex dynamics enacted 
by those Colombians who consider themselves to be volunteers show how refu-
gees reframe their cultural practices of exchange during settlement. I argue that 
they do so by negotiating the meaning and idioms of giving; in appropriating 
the cultural narratives of resettlement – in Colombians’ case, the language of 
volunteering or voluntariado – former refugees reframe traditional structures 
of exchange, whilst simultaneously modifying the meaning and significance of 
these narratives to fit their social milieu. Voluntariado is a word Colombians 
often use to describe the kind of assistance they give each other in New Zealand. 
The semantic range of the Spanish term is specific to the context of resettlement, 
differing from English understandings of ‘volunteering’ because it encompasses 
informal and familial types of assistance. Rather than just saying that they ‘help’ 
their acquaintances, Colombians continually frame everyday acts of generosity 
through the idiom of voluntariado; this is a way of articulating acts of giving 
that they did not use prior to coming to New Zealand.

I witnessed the exchange systems underlying voluntariado over four months of 
fieldwork, from July to October 2017, when I attended over thirty Colombian 
events and conducted sixteen open-ended and semi-structured interviews 
with Colombian residents of Hamilton, Auckland, and Wellington. In addi-
tion, I conducted fourteen interviews with New Zealand volunteers and other 
host community members who worked closely with them. Of those Colombi-
ans who resettle in New Zealand, a significant number come from rural and 
lower-economic backgrounds and are of Afro-Colombian descent, historically 
those most severely affected by the civil war. Because the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees  (UNHCR) prioritises the resettlement of single 
mothers and children, women in their mid-forties and fifties constitute a high 
proportion of the Colombian former refugees who arrive through the Quota 
Programme.3 My participants’ demographics aligned with these markers, as I 
interviewed eleven women (aged in their forties or early to mid-fifties, with only 
one in her mid-twenties) and five men (two of whom were in their late twenties 
and three in their forties or fifties). Of these, fourteen were Afro-Colombian or 
‘mixed race’, and fifteen identified as having come from either rural settings or 
backgrounds of ‘hard labour’, having been farmers, factory workers, cleaners, 
or rural shopkeepers in Colombia. Three of my Colombian participants were 
single mothers, while the remaining thirteen lived in New Zealand with their 
partners or husbands, either having arrived together or the men having been 
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resettled through the Family Reunification Programme.4 Colombians began 
arriving in New Zealand in 2008, after spending sometimes many years in 
Ecuador awaiting refuge.

My Colombian participants described – and showed through everyday actions 
– how they provided material support and favours to newly arrived Colombians 
during resettlement. These gestures often catalysed a multitude of effects, social 
repercussions, and different sets of obligations for those who received their help. 
All of which served to continue their exchange relationships and friendships 
well past the initial instance of generosity. I therefore use two frameworks re-
lated to exchange practices: the Maussian notion of the gift and patron-client 
structures. The latter belongs to a large body of anthropological work that 
originated in the study of Mediterranean and Latin American societies and 
theorised how power, generosity, gratitude, and loyalty can be enmeshed in 
interpersonal and social relationships (see Gouldner 1960; Graziano 1975; Li 
Causi 1975; Silverman 1965; Wolf 1966).

From the early stages of my fieldwork, it became apparent that my interlocu-
tors were embedded in intricate systems of generosity and reciprocity that 
significantly resembled patron-client relations (Gilsenan 1977; Hicken 2011; 
Polanyi 1970 [2005]). Their relationships were highly emotional, layered, and 
committed, and, while Colombians often spoke of one another using words 
like comadre/compadre5 or voluntario (volunteer) rather than patrón (patron) 
or cliente (client), the power imbalances inherent in their exchanges clearly 
mirrored structures of patronage.

Former refugees’ understanding of clientage also helped them negotiate the 
seeming tension between disinterested and self-interested giving. Their cultural 
perspective on giving allowed for openness around the intimacy of power, 
meaning the relationship between power and emotional closeness, such as 
feelings of love and affection, and how these two can often co-constitute one 
another. Colombians openly spoke about how ‘disinterested giving’ can involve 
a conscious or unconscious expectation that the benefactor will reciprocate. To 
give whilst expecting something in return did not seem to present a moral or 
ethical contradiction; their cultural perspective on social exchange held both 
beliefs simultaneously and seemingly unproblematically. While at times some 
people expressed veiled irritation or resentment towards the status differential 
between givers and receivers, Colombians ultimately conceptualised generos-
ity as the utmost key value enacted by a ‘good’ person. Voluntarios who gave 
a lot, despite their sometimes mixed motivations and gains, were loved and 
considered to be the unifying glue between Colombians.
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Such is the case of Sofía, a Colombian woman who tries to visit most new in-
takes at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre as a way of ‘doing voluntary 
work’ for ‘her people’.6 In the five years since her arrival in New Zealand, Sofía 
has invited them, and taken those who wished, to Catholic Mass in Spanish 
and provided them with a picnic lunch afterwards, showcasing her Colombian 
cooking. As I accompanied Sofía on one of her Mangere visits, I saw how her 
attention and efforts were positively received and openly reciprocated, provid-
ing her with long-time friends and loyal connections. Through her Mangere 
visits, Sofía established a large network of customers for her food business, 
which she had set up three years earlier in her home in Huntly, a town which 
is half-an-hour’s drive away from Hamilton. She also became one of the most 
beloved members of her Colombian network.

Through examples like that of Sofía and other patrons I met, I present a social 
analysis that explores how Colombians’ moralities and rationales of giving are 
reinterpreted, adapting the language of resettlement to fit new social settings. 
Former refugees’ reformulation of volunteering meant that traditional forms 
of patronage were reinstated amongst resettled Colombians. Love, friendship, 
emotions, power, and the politics these entail were threaded through every as-
pect of their exchange practices and the social landscapes they created through 
voluntariado. I begin by discussing how social exchange was at the core of Co-
lombian relationality, then I explore the ways patron-clientage was reinstated 
in their new social order; I conclude with a reflection on how notions of power 
and virtue were consolidated in their understanding of exchange.

THEORIES OF SOCIAL EXCHANGE AND COLOMBIAN RELATIONALITY

Anthropologists have studied forced migration for over seven decades and 
developed complex understandings of the experience and social ramifica-
tions of displacement (see Arensen 2012; Chatty 1977; Colson 1945; Das 1990; 
El-Shaarawi 2015; Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1997; Malkki 1995; Stein 1981).7 
More closely related to this project, however, are those anthropologists who 
have used theories of social exchange to study relationships among former 
refugee cohorts (Danneskiold-Samsøe 2006, 2011; Lewis 2008; Richmond 1993; 
see Stewart 2014 for her analysis of social support amongst African refugees 
in New Zealand). This article is part of this body of work within the study of 
refugees and their social exchange practices post-resettlement, which belongs 
to the voluminous study of exchange at large and of patron-client literature in 
particular. With the case study of Colombian former refugees, I bring together 
the literatures of resettlement, refugees’ social exchange, and patron-clientage, 
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and hope to offer a new perspective on the remaking of traditional exchange 
practices through the process of resettlement.

For Marcel Mauss, the obligations of social exchange are the ‘wide and enduring 
contract’ of societies (1925 [1954], 3). Exchange practices shape and consolidate 
social relations, and, as many others also suggest, the obligations around giving 
and receiving are arguably the very foundation of human society (e.g., Belshaw 
1965; Kapferer 1976; Lévi-Strauss 1969; Sahlins 1965, 1972; Schneider 1974; Schrift 
1997; Schwimmer 1973; Strathern 1971).

From the moment I entered the field, I saw evidence that overt forms of social 
exchange were at the centre of most Colombians’ interactions. This was definite-
ly the case for four exceptional participants in my research: forty-four-year-old 
Sofía; Roberto, a man in his late fifties who often helped Colombians navigate 
the complex tax and benefit system; and Luciana and Matías, a charismatic 
young couple who were introduced to me as ‘two key people involved in the 
Colombian community’. They are all former refugees who conceive of them-
selves as volunteers to fellow Colombians. Since their arrival in New Zealand, 
they have risen to prominence in the Hamilton community. They are constantly 
involved in organising gatherings, helping others to overcome many of the chal-
lenges that resettlement presents, and providing material assistance to those 
who are struggling. Sofía’s, Roberto’s, Luciana’s, and Matías’s acts of generosity 
reflected what Mauss proposed: that to give is ‘a moral transaction, bringing 
about and maintaining human, personal relationships between individuals and 
groups’ (1925 [1954], ix). This is because ‘to accept a gift is to express a desire 
to enter in partnership’ (p.24). Maussian understandings of exchange help us 
understand how giving always carries three social obligations: the obligation to 
give, the obligation to receive, and – perhaps the most theorised – the obliga-
tion to return (see Schrift 1997).

This obligation was evident in the way Colombians spoke of their voluntari-
ado and the kind of assistance they had received from each other. Colombians’ 
‘obligation to give’ was not only enacted in practice – in that people constantly 
helped each other cope with day-to-day events – but was also coded in the 
language they used to describe giving amongst them. Volunteering and helping 
were spoken of as a ‘natural’ or ‘essential’ part of ‘Colombian culture’; people 
would often say that these acts came ‘from the heart’ and that they were ‘innate’ 
to most Colombians. Giving was a social expectation and a way of constituting 
moral, ‘good’ people; constantly giving and assisting others was thought to be 
a positive, quintessential trait in Colombian social standards. When speaking 
about Roberto, an older woman said:
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Colombians help each other, all the time – if we are able. And even if 
we do not have anything, we will try to give something to someone 
else. Whatever. We support each other and do favours, like driv-
ing each other to the supermarket, paying for petrol, those kinds of 
things. We like helping.

Many Colombians said things to me that showed they appreciated voluntarios’ 
efforts in keeping the ‘Colombian community together’, and they were thought 
of as ‘true examples of Colombian people’. Generosity was constantly elicited 
from former refugees as a key value. Giving, and giving abundantly, was a 
marker of a good person and part of the fabric with which people constructed 
social bonds and networks whilst resettling. For them, generosity is a crucial 
moral component of relationality.

While some scholars argue that gifting is a solely self-interested endeavour – 
for example, Adam Smith (1812) proposes that humans utilise the physical and 
social world of gift-giving to fulfil their selfish desires – Mauss’s framework 
is helpful in that it highlights how exchange is much more than the realloca-
tion of resources or the deployment of symbolic capital. It is a way of creating 
meaning and social connections by and through the process of giving, receiving, 
and returning; exchange works through people’s cultural understandings of 
morality and obligation to others, which in turn underlines that giving cannot 
be reduced solely to matters of self-interest. Gestures of generosity never sit 
outside social relations and obligations – they are an essential part of society’s 
fabric and one of the main mediums we use to engage with, change, and live 
in our social worlds (Belshaw 1965; Sahlins 1965).

By using the medium of generosity and reciprocity, Colombians constituted 
their social worlds and arrangements. They formed networks that were made 
out of groups of people who kept to themselves and avoided socialising with 
other networks. What these groups had in common was a close, loyal friendship 
with one of the four voluntarios I met. Social groupings were made up of former 
refugees who either all knew a Colombian voluntario who helped them and 
had introduced them to each other, or had initially met because one person had 
helped the other. Members outside the Colombian community noticed this as 
well. When I asked a New Zealand community worker whether in his view the 
Colombian community was ‘united,’ he replied that ‘the Colombian community 
is a little bit different’ in that they did not all come under the leadership of one 
prominent member of the community. He elaborated:
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Almost like there will be a group of Colombian people and they all 
help each other, and they will have one person who will be the per-
son who is not in charge, exactly, but the “go to person”. And in that 
group of five or six families, there will be the person who makes sure 
they are all okay: see what they need or come to them if they need 
something. Small pockets within the community as a whole. And it 
is not so much related to where they live, but it is effectively made of 
smaller pockets. Those networks are definitely there; there is always 
someone who takes the responsibility for that group of people.

The popular notion of ‘community’ as a unified, homogeneous whole does not 
fit the reality of Colombian relationships. The stereotype of ‘the community’ is 
often used categorically to define ethnic minorities. In and of itself, ‘community’ 
is ‘one of the most vague and elusive concepts in social science’ (Shore 1993, 98), 
because, as an idea, it has been socially constituted through essentialist rhetoric. 
People who interact with each other, belong to a social group, or live in close 
proximity do not necessarily ‘perceive themselves’ as a ‘community’ (Shore 1993, 
98). The term problematically implies a sense of sameness or a unifying quality 
that binds a particular group. By contrast, Colombians’ groups or networks were 
formed by and through acts of giving. Social relationships were not related to 
geographical position, as shown by Sofía, whose home in Huntly was a point 
of gathering for her friends who lived sometimes more than an hour away. 
Social relationships were also not related to the sheer commonality of being 
‘Colombian’ or ‘former refugees’. In reality, there was a sense of affiliation and 
loyalty to those voluntarios who constantly helped others and who ‘looked after’ 
a particular, siloed group. It is through these vertical arrangements, built upon 
a foundation of exchange, loyalty, and generosity, that relationality and sociality 
is established and cemented for Colombians.

The kinds of loyalties and allegiances Colombians make with people who give 
extensively create vertical structures of affiliation and, furthermore, competi-
tion between groups who are loyal to different voluntarios. Overall, the estab-
lishment of loyal and sometimes exclusive relationships was a key aspect of 
how Colombian networks expressed and negotiated their obligations vis-à-vis 
other relationships and groups of people.

Luciana and Matías, for example, had a solid group of friends who regularly 
visited them and who had become friends with each other through their intro-
ductions. I was told that, since the couple arrived in New Zealand seven years 
ago, people who needed help seemed to gravitate towards them, and Luciana 
and Matías would never turn them away. They were known for often having 
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Colombians stay in their home for extended periods of time – whether because 
they were struggling financially, had a fight with their families, or just needed 
the emotional support – whilst ‘expecting nothing in return’.

This kind of narrative was commonplace in voluntarios’ networks, whereby 
the generosity of volunteers was constantly spoken of through notions of dis-
interestedness and altruism. After a few weeks of interacting with Colombian 
volunteers, however, I began to see how not ‘expecting anything in return’ did 
not mean that acts of reciprocity were not made towards – or even elicited 
by – those who helped.

REFRAMING PATRON-CLIENT RELATIONS

The relationships I witnessed, and at times was a part of, were established upon 
mutual benefit and power imbalances, yet they were also made of close, caring, 
and loving bonds. For example, the relationships Sofía built with newly resettled 
Colombians during the first weeks after their arrival at Mangere Centre often 
turned into long-term and deeply caring friendships. At the same time, her 
visits also helped her attract future customers for her food business.

The first time I met Sofía, I quickly gained a sense of the large number of people 
she was connected to and the kind of magnetic force she exercised. The moment 
I entered her kitchen on a Saturday morning, I realised that this was a central 
meeting place for many Colombians and other Latin Americans. There was at 
least five other people in the living room, waiting for their orders whilst talking, 
drinking coffee, and eating. Over the next few weeks, I visited and stayed in her 
kitchen for as many hours as I was able to. I cannot even recount the number 
of people I met in that time. Colombians and other Latin Americans came in 
and out, chatted, gossiped, and left as quickly as they arrived – carrying loads 
of food, polystyrene containers, or a full belly after sitting at the same table 
as me. Some, like me, stayed for longer and talked to Sofía, her husband, and 
others. Clearly, Sofía had continued helping others long after her Mangere trips, 
as many conversations revolved around the kinds of favours she was doing 
for others, from introducing people to potential employers to organising baby 
showers or looking after the many godchildren she and her husband had. One 
day I asked her how many godchildren they had, and she replied with a laugh, 
‘We already have so many! And we are about to baptise another one next month. 
I think we have more than ten’. In all her relationships, there was an implicit 
understanding that Sofía gave abundantly. Godparenthood, for instance, is a 
position imbued with obligations and moral responsibilities, and Sofía fulfilled 
these without missing an opportunity to be generous, always making sure she 



SITES: New Series · Vol 16 No 2 · 2019

125

kept in touch with her godchildren’s families and helping when needed or 
when she was asked.

Sofía and other voluntarios often helped through granting protection, favours, 
or material help or by mobilising their social capital, while the people they as-
sisted returned friendship, love, loyalty, and clientletistic behaviours (such as 
supporting Sofía’s food business or taking their car to Roberto’s garage). My 
participants’ relationships paralleled what anthropologists like Wolf (1966), 
Boissevain (1974), Campbell (1964), Foster (1963), Befu (1977), and J. C. Scott 
(1972) came to define as patron-client ties. Sydel Silverman’s definition of the 
patron-client relation is considered by some to be the most helpful in clarify-
ing the concept (Shore 2016). Silverman describes patron-client relations as 
‘informal contractual relationships between persons of unequal status and 
power, which impose reciprocal obligations of a different kind on each of the 
parties’, in that ‘as a minimum, what is owed is protection and favour on the 
one side and loyalty on the other’ – this is why ‘the relationship is on a personal, 
face-to-face basis, and it is a continuing one’ (1965, 176; see also Powell 1970, 
412; Lemarchand and Legg 1972).

It is worth noting that the concept has been critiqued at length for being guilty 
of conceptual stretching (Kaufman 1974). It was said to be too expansive (Arch-
er 1990, 7), in that one could argue that most interpersonal relationships have an 
element of patronage and clientelism about them. This is because clientelism is 
founded in the inequalities of gift exchange itself. However, such critiques have 
been progressively resolved since the mid- to late 1970s, when Marxist interpre-
tations of patron-client relations highlighted how such exchange practices are 
disguised forms of class power and hierarchy (Pitt-Rivers 1954, 154; Wolf 1966, 
16). Patron-client relations perpetuate a differential power imbalance, placing 
the giver/patron on a higher status no matter how much the receiver attempts 
to repay them, and they are ongoing and unquantifiable – the things that are 
exchanged do not hold the same use value or symbolic capital (Sahlins 1965).

This description fitted most of the interactions between former refugees and 
Colombian voluntarios. Leidi, for instance, told me that she would always be 
grateful for the help Luciana and Matías offered when she arrived in New Zea-
land. According to her, they looked after her and her sister during a time when 
they were struggling financially. They invited the sisters over for most meals 
and offered emotional support and companionship, and it was through a con-
nection of theirs that Leidi found a job as a nanny. Nowadays, she often visits 
and helps them out by running errands or assisting Luciana with the cooking. 
Leidi commented that continuing to help and visit them was her ‘way of repay-
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ing them’, and she continually praised them for the voluntariado they did for 
‘their people’. Although they had helped her over six years ago, she continued to 
repay them, showing no sign of stopping any time soon. Moreover, the couple 
had continued to offer help and favours throughout the years, cementing their 
exchange relationship and making it open-ended.

Similarly, my own relationship with Sofía became a clear example of a patron-
client exchange. Before we met, we had briefly talked on the phone, and, in the 
course of a ten-minute call, she had swiftly agreed to help me in my research 
and to contact Colombian former refugees for interviewing, asked me to help 
her organise a Colombian gathering, and had started saying ‘our research pro-
ject’. One day, I asked Sofía whether she would be able to contact a few Hamilton 
residents and see if they would be interested in participating in the research. In 
passing, I once mentioned that if I were to go to Hamilton, I would be able to 
deliver her food to customers as a way of saying ‘thank you’ for her assistance. 
After passing on the phone numbers of the Hamilton residents, she asked me 
to deliver food parcels to three of her comadres, to drive her flatmate to church, 
and to bring dessert to the Colombian gathering she was organising.

And so it continued. Over several months our relationship followed the same 
pattern: whenever I went to Hamilton for research purposes, I delivered Sofía’s 
food. The errands I ran for her often allowed me to meet Colombians and spot 
future participants. It was a mutually beneficial relationship, as my Hamilton 
trips saved Sofía time and petrol money. Our exchange mirrored ‘generalised’ 
and ‘vertical’ reciprocity (Sahlins 1965; see also Befu 1977), as Sofía was the 
primary giver in our interactions. I became a loyal friend, and I felt utterly 
indebted to her as she was the first person to help me contact participants for 
my research. To this day, I feel like there is no way of ever fully repaying her, as 
she made my research project possible.

Patron-client relations amongst my participants adapted to the context of reset-
tlement in New Zealand. While one of the limitations of pre-1970s literature 
on patron-client exchanges was its focus on rural settings characterised by a 
sense of ‘scarcity’ (Gregory et al. 1975), another problematic perspective was that 
patron-clientelism was an ideal type, a ‘gatekeeper’ concept for defining Latin 
American and Mediterranean contexts (Gellner and Waterbury 1977; Gregory 
et al. 1975; Herzfeld 2015). However, from the 1970s onwards, anthropologists 
proposed that clientelism could manifest itself in other, less traditional contexts 
and relationships, such as bureaucratic organisations and institutions of the 
nation-state (Gellner and Waterbury 1977; Gilsenan 1977; Gupta 1995; Schneider 
and Schneider 2001).
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Since the 1970s and more recently, anthropologists have returned to the concept 
to show how such relationships can have other articulations and manifestations 
in globalised settings. The concept has been resurrected from its pre-1970s exist-
ence, re-contextualised, and re-theorised in nuanced ways (Beer and Gardner 
2015; Greenfield 2014; Hicken 2011; Molina et al. 2017; Shore 2016).8 This trend 
was also seen amongst political scientists (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1980; Gordin 
2002; Gudeman and Rivera 1990), who argued that patron-client relationships 
had adapted to contexts intensified by globalisation and social change, shifting 
political arrangements, and macro-economic forces.

Such reformulations of patronage were evident amongst Colombians, as for-
mer refugees recreated traditional structures of patronage and adapted them 
to contemporary logics of resettlement and humanitarianism. Archer’s study 
of clientelism in Colombia shows that patron-client relations are ‘prevalent 
throughout large sectors of the population, [covering] virtually every facet of 
[…] social life’ (1990, 17); they are not just avenues for people to find material 
and symbolic advancement. Archer (1990, 17) notes that everyday Colombian 
patron-client relations become durable in instances where high levels of af-
fection and mutual respect exist amongst participants. From the perspective 
of Colombians, mutual respect is a key value for strengthening a relationship 
between patrons and clients. It is also a moral compass which allows people to 
distinguish between those who are generous and those who use their position 
of power to exploit and manipulate people in weaker positions. In Colom-
bia, clientelistic notions of generosity are more than elements of political and 
material processes: they are everyday practices of relationality. They rest on 
morals such as respect, obligation, and values that are thought to constitute a 
good person.

As Roniger suggests, patronage and clientelism have endured changing contexts, 
morphing in accordance with post-modern logics and globalisation (2012, 25), 
and are seen to be ‘provid[ing] access for migrant populations’ to resources, 
social mobility, and social relations (2012, 28). In this way, Colombians use vol-
untariado, as an idiom borrowed from the language of resettlement and forced 
migration, to reframe their patron-client exchanges in the context of New 
Zealand. Transferring everyday, moral, and relational practices of exchange 
from Colombia necessitated a rearrangement of language. Voluntariado’s se-
mantic shift made it an open signifier, through which Colombian traditional 
understandings of generosity were communicated and became quotidian in the 
context of resettlement. Former refugees thus deployed their understandings 
in new circumstances through a process of reinterpretation.
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INEQUALITY AND DISINTERESTED GIVING IN PATRONAGE

Roberto was well known in a network of Colombians as the ‘go-to guy’ for 
completing tax and Work and Income forms. Many struggled with the complex 
benefit system and navigating the structures for accessing welfare. Roberto 
arrived in New Zealand nine years ago and, unlike most other Colombians 
who resettle in their adult years, had gained a good command of the English 
language. According to him, he had ‘unofficially’ become involved with a few 
resettlement organisations and had gained much experience in guiding Colom-
bians through the difficult pathways of the Inland Revenue Department (IRD), 
Work and Income New Zealand,9 and StudyLink, a private company hired by 
the government to provide student loans.

Roberto’s friends often contacted him for such help. He called these acts of 
assistance voluntariado. When I asked him how he differentiated between 
voluntariado and the help he would offer friends in general, he responded 
that voluntariado, for him, meant helping with challenges related to reset-
tlement. He said that the kind of volunteering he did is something ‘that even 
[other organisations’] volunteers cannot do themselves’, because he knew so 
much about the benefit and tax system. He explained that, many a time, his 
Colombian acquaintances would recommend his services to strangers who 
were encountering difficulties and who would contact him asking for his help. 
Roberto said that word got around of the kind of help he provided, and he was 
later contacted by the Red Cross, the ‘primary provider of community refugee 
resettlement programmes in New Zealand’ (New Zealand Red Cross n.d.). 
The Red Cross asked him whether they could redirect some of their clients to 
Roberto, and he ‘gladly accepted’. He said, ‘Then I was in very good terms with 
those organisations and they gave me very good feedback and recommenda-
tions when I started applying for jobs’.

Roberto can be thought of as a perfect example of a ‘middleman’, a position 
that many patrons take on. The notion of ‘cultural brokers’ dates back to foun-
dational writings on social exchange (Mauss 1925 [1954]) but was developed 
in the literature on clientelism around the 1960s (Li Causi 1975; Pitt-Rivers 
1954; Silverman 1965; Wolf 1966). Patrons were said to be key mediators in 
rural forms of part-whole relationships within complex societies; they acted 
as brokers between government agents and peasants, introducing peasants to 
the people they needed to know if they visited the city. They were the social 
link between rural, marginal communities and outside institutions beyond 
village arrangements. Essentially, this mediatory role enabled patrons to serve 
as gatekeepers between local infrastructure and nation superstructure (Kenny 
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1960), agents who solidified exchanges between economic and political groups 
at the national level and individuals or groups within local contexts. With his 
voluntariado, Roberto became the broker between unassimilated Colombians 
and organisations that coordinated national structures of welfare.

In broker-type exchanges, patrons hold considerable social capital and power 
because they know the rules of exchange for interacting with both parties and 
often have an advantage in relation to their clients. Roberto had the social 
capital (knowledge) that his friends or clients lacked and, in mediating between 
them and social institutions, asserted a status of ‘protector’ and ‘legal expert’ 
within the Colombian network he associated with. He was well respected and 
loved by those he helped, and people often expressed their gratitude for his 
‘knowledgeable’ assistance. They frequently visited him and his family and, most 
importantly, publicly praised him for being one of the ‘smartest’ and strongest 
‘rocks’ in the Colombian community.

Roberto’s generosity was reciprocated with clientelistic expressions of loyalty 
and support. Clara, one of the people he had helped, told me that in 2016, 
Roberto’s ‘friends helped him’ through a time of illness, when he became house-
bound and was unable to work for three months. Throughout this ‘challenging 
time’, many families visited him and his wife, made food for them, and helped 
with the garden – saying things like they ‘would not leave him alone through 
this’ and ‘would always be by his side’. I was surprised to hear that, even when 
he was unwell, Roberto continued to receive many calls from strangers or 
people he knew and gave ‘his expert advice’ to those who sought his assistance.

At the same time, his voluntariado advanced his position with the organisa-
tions he worked with. Although he said that their partnership was ‘unofficial’, 
in that there was ‘nothing on paper’, Roberto was well known within Red Cross 
circles. At times, whilst interviewing other Colombians and conversing with 
agency workers, I would realise that they were talking about Roberto from 
their account of the kinds of assistance he provided. By building his reputation 
with these organisations, he was able to receive good recommendations from 
them and eventually found a stable job. Moreover, crucially in cultural broker 
relationships, the broker has advantages that are relevant for government in-
stitutions; Roberto’s ‘legal expertise’ saved agency workers the task of guiding 
Colombians through complicated forms and bureaucracies – at no expense 
and with no need for ‘official’ recognition.

Through my conversations with others, however, I noticed that Roberto’s vol-
untariado extended well beyond his ‘legal advice’ regarding resettlement. He 
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was known amongst his friends as a generous man who would offer everyday 
help, such as giving people a lift to the supermarket or organising social events 
for Colombian youths. Although Roberto said his voluntariado was limited to 
assistance with bureaucratic elements of resettlement, I sensed that, from others’ 
perspective, his volunteering may not have been so clearly defined. Because 
Roberto took on the role of protector- and helper-at-large, his voluntariado 
blurred in and out of his conscious wish to help strictly with matters of reset-
tlement. His attempt to fulfil a patron’s obligation to give abundantly caused 
his voluntariado to merge ambiguously with the day-to-day assistance he also 
provided.

Throughout these mechanisms of reformulating patron-client exchange, the 
idioms of volunteering and generosity were continually reinterpreted through 
notions of disinterested giving and self-gain. On the one hand, Roberto’s ben-
efiting from his voluntariado did not seem to change people’s opinions of his 
work as ‘disinterested’, ‘generous’, and ‘good’. By and large, when others recounted 
how he had gained so much from ‘his acts of help’, many reiterated that such 
effects were ‘a natural outcome’ of generosity. When I asked if they thought the 
outcome changed the act itself, they responded with a sharp ‘no’, stating that it 
was a ‘good thing’ that Roberto was able to reap the benefits of his generosity. 
Although voluntariado carried pertinent sets of obligations, power imbalances 
and elicited loyalty, former refugees did not negate the notion of disinterested 
generosity in their daily lives and relations with voluntarios. The way in which 
they articulated their relationships relied heavily on the lived experience of gen-
erosity, the emotional qualities of giving, and the bonds that were constituted.

On the other hand, in more private settings, a couple of people alluded to Rob-
erto’s interest in money and focus on working hard and acquiring possessions. 
One day as I had coffee with a family at their house, the grandfather said, ‘That 
Roberto is very interested in money, isn’t he? He and his wife are always after 
money’. When talking to another woman over lunch about how Roberto was 
famous for organising social gatherings, she mentioned that some people were 
not very outgoing and would rather keep to themselves, adding, with a nervous 
laugh, ‘But they would cooperate if Roberto encouraged them to cooperate – but 
he is an exceptional person out there, really’.

These indirect remarks were implicitly coded with what I interpreted as resent-
ment. According to Maussian analyses of exchange, the giver holds more social 
status and power – be it cultural capital, symbolic presence, or political and 
economic influence (1925 [1954], 31). In Mauss’s explanation of honour and 
credit, the process of giving and returning a gift follows a pendular fluctuation 
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of power, whereby returning gifts is a way that the debtor attempts to become 
the creditor (1925 [1954], 31). The power imbalance in patronage systems is 
often lived through ambivalent feelings of gratitude and resentment (Gouldner 
1960), because the debtor can hardly ever become the creditor – unless it be 
with others who are not their patrons. In the interactions between Roberto 
and his friends/clients, the power dynamics left some people with a covert, 
yet subtly obvious, deficit. Not only did Roberto have the material, social, or 
symbolic capital they needed, he also had virtue. He was a ‘good person’, he was 
a ‘generous man’, yet the ways in which they could repay his gifts and acts of 
generosity never amounted to equal symbolic and material value and, therefore, 
never fully settled their social debt.

I interpreted resentment to be at play another day, when Luciana and I visited 
one of the couples who had made her godmother to their children. While chat-
ting casually, Luciana asked Rosita, the family’s thirteen-year-old daughter, if 
she was excited about her upcoming confirmation. Rosita smiled and replied 
with a shy ‘yes’, although, she muttered, she had still not found ‘the right dress’ 
for the occasion. Without a moment of hesitation, Luciana said, ‘I can make 
your dress – I am an experienced seamstress! Just give me your measurements 
and tell me what style you want’. While Rosita’s mother was beaming with a 
big smile, saying many times ‘thank you’ and ‘God bless you’, I could not help 
noticing Rosita’s father as he sat silently in his chair. Solemnly looking at the 
ground, in not much more than a faint whisper, he echoed, ‘Yes, may God bless 
you’. I knew that his family had been friends with Luciana and Matías since they 
arrived in Hamilton and suspected that the more generous Luciana was, the less 
able they were to fully repay her, let alone become creditors in their relationship.

While I did not ask Rosita’s father whether he felt resentful, as this would have 
been an inappropriate question in such a setting, I read his reaction as resent-
ment due to my knowledge of patron-clientage and the framework’s emphasis 
on power imbalance and the client’s sense of never-ending indebtedness. How-
ever, other feelings could have been at play, such as shame, as the father’s role 
as breadwinner was potentially challenged when he was put in the role of the 
recipient of patronage. In addition, receiving help might have unbalanced his 
sense of masculinity and therefore resulted in a mix of emotions that could 
have been more than resentment. All in all, however, witnessing this exchange 
made it clear to me that being placed in an unequal power dynamic, whereby 
exchange relations follow those of a patron-client framework, can catalyse 
complex and dissonant sets of emotions in those who are receiving a patron’s 
help and material gifts.



Article · Ortiz

132

The constant exchange of favours sustained a fixedness of status, as Sofía, Rob-
erto, Luciana, and Matías typically were able to give more and had ongoing au-
thority within their Colombian networks. Nonetheless, others told me that the 
four did voluntariado because they had a great ‘love for their people’. I noticed 
in their friends and clients a clear oscillation between affectionate gratitude 
and implicit resentment. I was sometimes surprised at how Colombians were 
able to express both sentiments in one set of narration. Although resentment 
was apparent only a handful of times during my research, I was able to see 
how feelings of gratitude and resentment were often consolidated in their 
experiences and narrations of exchange. But overall in their accounts, people 
would always return to articulations of gratitude and the affection they felt for 
voluntarios – gratitude was essential for how they understood and expressed 
their experiences.

The more I encountered these narratives oscillating between gratitude and 
resentment and between notions of disinterested and self-interested giving, 
the more I realised that the meaning and value of exchange were constantly 
negotiated and reinterpreted. The more Colombians deployed the language of 
voluntariado to constitute patronage systems within their networks, the more 
the term and practice of volunteering came to acquire complex and intricate 
moral implications, obligations, and expectations. However, people generally 
navigated these complexities through their expressions of gratitude and their 
understandings of disinterested giving; these were the overarching narratives 
they used to arrange and talk about their lives and relationships.

I was able to experience this oscillation – between gratitude, love, and resent-
ment – through my own relationship with Sofía. Our interactions had become 
clear examples of patron-client exchanges, me being the client, due to my lack 
of resources and contacts, and Sofía the patrona, who held the nonexchangeable 
‘goods’ I needed. Her social status and capacity to give these resources were far 
greater than the use she could have of my services as a food deliverer. In our 
exchanges, she always gave more. As Mauss and Wolf propose, she held more 
power and more influence over my actions. Over time, I never felt I could fully 
pay off my debt to her, and this at times caused me to feel slightly resentful, as I 
often felt that what I did was ‘never enough’. Nonetheless, I simultaneously felt 
incredibly grateful. Moreover, an equally important facet of our relationship 
was the personal and affectionate friendship we shared.

Although many scholars have analysed the quality of ‘affection’ and ‘closeness’ in 
patron-client structures through the rubric of ideology – arguing that affection 
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obscures the maintenance of class relations and inequality between patrons 
and clients – I suggest that to think solely of emotions in that way limits our 
view of Colombian sociality and exchange. Ultimately, Sofía and I became close 
friends and, despite the undeniable tensions within our relationship, cared for 
one another. Similarly, friendship and emotional closeness were, by and large, 
the experiential outcomes of Luciana’s, Matías’s, and Roberto’s voluntariado.

One day, following the death of my father in Mexico, I arrived at Sofía’s house 
to pick up a bunch of green bananas I had ordered on behalf of my mother, 
who was also Sofía’s customer by this point. Though I attempted to conceal my 
emotional state, Sofía asked me, ‘Oh, Andrea, what’s wrong? Is it the death of 
your father that is bothering you? You must be so sad’. I replied that I was also 
concerned about my extended family, who were proving to be very difficult in 
the legal process of my father’s will, particularly my father’s sister, who seemed 
angry that my father had made me his sole benefactor. I was conflicted about 
whether or not I should go to Mexico to resolve everything myself.

Sofía suddenly became extremely concerned and said she was worried about 
my safety if I were to go to Mexico:

I have seen so many people get killed by their own relatives when 
money is involved. So many brothers and sisters murder each other 
for a piece of land, for an inheritance. My own family members have 
threatened to kill each other over those kinds of disputes. Please 
Andrea, be careful.

She asked me if I could be represented by someone else. I replied that my ma-
ternal aunt had offered to do this for me. Sofía insisted that I not go to Mexico 
and continued to relate to me instances she knew where people had been seri-
ously injured or killed by ‘their own blood’. This conversation lasted about two 
hours. By the end of it she was clearly emotionally distressed.

Here was my patron giving me unsolicited advice on how to preserve my own 
safety. This was not a favour that I felt needed repayment. In her earnest ex-
hortations I heard something else: affection and caring concern. I could see 
that Sofía was coming from a place of love. Similarly, during my interactions 
with other Colombian voluntarios, I was intrigued to find how often moral-
ity, emotion, and power manifested simultaneously. These elements were not 
independent or separate from their relationships; they were often enmeshed 
and deeply related.
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In the early literature, many Marxist anthropologists overlooked some of the 
moral and affective dimensions of the relationships in patron-client exchanges. 
They primarily framed these with the paradigm of ideology and largely failed to 
show the complexity of the emotional and personal connections that patrons 
and clients may come to have. They proposed that the language of friendship 
and emotional closeness was merely a way of hiding the inequality in rela-
tionships (Campbell 1964; Davis 1977). The patron-client literature evokes the 
political force of emotion (Ahmed 2004; Lutz and Abu-Lughod 1990), but, in 
my experiences with Sofía and as I came to see with many other Colombian 
volunteers, emotion was a considerable factor in the shaping of relationships 
beyond class struggle and inequality.

Similarly, Roberto told me about one of his Colombian acquaintances, Pablo, a 
Colombian former refugee who had arrived in New Zealand two years earlier 
and who had recently been diagnosed with terminal cancer. Having helped 
him apply for a StudyLink loan – which he would use to study for a hospitality 
diploma – Roberto heard the diagnosis and became distraught, saying repeat-
edly that he could not believe this could happen to someone ‘so young, only 
twenty-eight years old’. Roberto and his wife decided to take Pablo some food:

We went to visit him, and, as we entered his tiny apartment, I turned 
to my wife and said, “Oh my God, he has no chairs, no table, no couch 

– just a mattress on the floor”. I could not believe the conditions he 
was living in. It broke my heart. I could not bear it. So we gave him 
our couch and bought him a table and chairs at a second-hand shop.

During the last two months of Pablo’s life, Roberto and his wife stayed by his 
side, providing company, emotional support, and material help. One morning, 
I visited Roberto and he spent around two hours talking about how Pablo was 
not doing well at the hospital and how terribly sad he felt. His eyes filled with 
tears as he related to me how Pablo was dehydrated and delirious. Roberto 
was beside himself, expressing his frustration at his inability to help more. That 
same evening, Roberto texted me that Pablo had just passed away and that his 
service would be held two days later.

Despite his high status and capacity to ‘encourage’ Colombians to help with 
whatever he needed, Roberto visibly cared for those he helped. Although Pablo 
was not Roberto’s client, since he was not able to return his assistance, Roberto’s 
reaction reveals how – despite the inequality in his relationships – he also 
helped out of concern and affection.
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CONCLUSION

Overall, the idiom of voluntariado was used to reframe traditional forms of 
exchange practices amongst Colombian former refugees. Patron-client ties were 
at the heart of how Colombian voluntarios interacted with those they helped 
and served as the social structures through which they constituted sociality 
and relationality. Within these exchanges, economic, political, affective, and 
emotional forces and understandings of love, friendship, and loyalty were the 
primary principles underpinning their social relationships. However, despite 
tensions within their narratives of generosity, self-gain, and gratitude, the no-
tion of disinterested generosity was deeply important to how Colombians 
understood themselves, their relationships, and their place in the world.

The close interplay between love, affection, and power does not negate gen-
erosity in practice and experience. Allowing Colombians to articulate their 
relationships with others through their cultural understandings of exchange 
meant not overriding their narratives with readings of power and ideology. 
Power differentials were indeed at play in their interactions, and yet, in an 
emotional register, Colombians also experienced and expressed their rela-
tionships through notions of generosity, love, gratitude, and disinterestedness. 
While emotional closeness has frequently been categorised in patron-client 
literature as a mechanism of control, on an experiential register, it transcended 
such categorisation because it was essential to how Colombians constructed 
their relationships and feelings of connection in the process of resettlement.

NOTES

1 Andrea Merino Ortiz completed her Master of Arts in Social Anthropology at 
The University of Auckland. Her research explored the relationships between Co-
lombian former refugees and volunteers in Auckland, Hamilton and Wellington, 
New Zealand. Drawing on theories of social exchange, her thesis proposed that 
their interactions were often framed around synergetic, and sometimes contend-
ing, notions of gifting, reciprocity and obligation.

Email: amer052@aucklanduni.ac.nz

2 Unlike most conflicts, which on average last seven to fifteen years (Collier, Hoef-
fler and Soderbom 2004), Colombia’s war continually draws in multiple armed 
groups with constantly changing faces, allegiances, political agendas, and eco-
nomic aims. Although initially the war was sparked by the Revolutionary Armed 
Forces of Colombia – a left-wing rebel group commonly known as the FARC – in 
the last twenty years it has metamorphosed into an internal war of organised 



Article · Ortiz

136

crime and drug-trafficking gangs. Colombian civilians have been displaced both 
internally and internationally, and they currently comprise one of the largest 
refugee and asylum-seeking populations in the world (UNHCR 2017).

3 Following the United Nations’ 1951 Refugee Convention, New Zealand began 
to offer residency for displaced people. This is currently stipulated in the Sixth 
Schedule of the Immigration Act 1987 (No. 74), which formalised an annual 
resettlement quota of 800 places – although this number was increased to 1,500 
in 2019 – through the Refugee Quota Programme.

4 This is a category offered by Immigration New Zealand to ‘facilitate the successful 
resettlement of mandated refugee residents in New Zealand by providing them 
with an opportunity to sponsor immediate family members’ (Immigration New 
Zealand 2012).

5 Spanish, i.e., the parent of your godchild or your child’s godparent. Colombians 
use these words to refer to friends who are godparents to their children or to 
whose children they are godparents. These terms can also be used to describe a 
close friendship, regardless of whether there is a connection through godparent-
hood.

6 Like other former refugees who enter New Zealand, Colombians spend their first 
six weeks at the Mangere Refugee Resettlement Centre, where they go through 
the Educational Resettlement Programme. This is supposed to help them prepare 
for resettlement; services provided include English-language classes, an outline 
of New Zealand’s cultural landscape, health screening, and mental health support. 
They are then resettled in different main cities around New Zealand.

7 More specifically, the literature on refugee resettlement has addressed notions of 
identity (Baškauskas 1977; Gabiam 2006; Malkki 1995; Mortland 1987; Muecke 
1987; Weissköppel 2013); refugees’ ability to achieve economic and political self-
sufficiency (Ager and Strang 2008; Duchon 1997; Finnan 1982; Glazebrook 2004; 
Kenny and Lockwood-Kenny 2011; Warriner 2007); social and collective suffering 
(Adam 2008; Fadlalla 2009; Gozdziak 2002; Malkki 1995); trauma and the pa-
thologising of refugees (Fadlalla 2009; Fassin 2008); the effects of humanitarian 
intervention (Feldman 2007; Harrell-Bond and Voutira 1992); development and 
policy-making (Gabiam 2006; Haines 1982; Howell 1982; Koenig 1997; Patnaik 
1989; Simich 2003); and the discursive or epistemic construction of ‘the refugee’ 
(Adam 2008; Giroux 2006; Jing 1999; Malkki 1992, 1995; McGranahan 2016). 
Much of the scholarship between the late 1980s and early 2000s has followed 
political economy, phenomenological, or social suffering approaches to refugees’ 
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experiences and memories and the structural violence they face (Adam 2008; 
Desjarlais and Kleinman 1994; Gozdziak 2002).

8 The later anthropology of patron-client relations has been used elsewhere, but 
the Mediterranean and Latin American literature was more relevant for this 
project. Moreover, I have found that the subject of patron-client relations within 
the Colombian context has been researched within the field of political studies 
(see Archer 1990; Eisenstadt and Roniger 1980; Gordin 2002; Hall 1974; Powell 
1970; Roniger 2012), which provides insightful analysis for anthropologists.

9 Part of the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment that supports 
people with a weekly benefit while they are looking for a job.
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