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Foreword

Contemporary sociologies often defines themselves as “actor-centered” soci-
ologies. In them, society appears less as a reality sui generis that constrains
the individuals, as it was according to Durkheim’s paradigm, than as some-
thing constructed day-by-day by the various social actors. Is it even possible
to continue speaking of society? Would it not be better to concentrate on
the manifold shifting, fluctuating and necessarily contingent links, networks
and relations that are woven by these actors? Should we not focus our ef-
forts simply on “tracing the associations” (Latour, 2005) and revealing the
boundaries drawn by the actors themselves in order to embrace other actors?
But who are these actors? The study of works of sociology shows that they
are most often human beings who are designated either as individuals or as
subjects. In what way are these human beings actors? That is a question
that is hardly ever asked. The fact that human beings must be endowed
with a capacity for social action, a capacity for historicity or, in other words,
a capacity to be, in part through their relations with others, the actors or
authors of their own histories, is one of the major postulates of contemporary
sociology. However, it is possible to go beyond this postulate and attempt to
account for what it is that makes human beings capable of historicity. Be-
cause this is not self-evident. A certain number of pathologies, both in the
psychiatric and the neurological fields, seem to affect this ability of humans
to be the authors of their own history as actors and potential interlocutors in
a relationship with others. This, at least, is the hypothesis proposed by Jean
Gagnepain in the second volume of a work that appeared in the early 1990s
(Gagnepain, 1991) *. This hypothesis which has, since that period, gathered
support from clinical experience, has resulted in the concept of “person”. As

!Born in 1923, Jean Gagnepain died on January 3rd, 2006. A trained linguist — his
thesis was directed by Joseph Vendryes —, most of his professional career was spent at
Rennes 2 University where, based on studies of aphasia conducted in partnership with the
neurologist Olivier Sabouraud, he developed a clinical model of the dimensions that specify
human beings which is known as the theory of mediation. It was in 1988 that I decided to
discover this theory, benefitting from the teaching I received from Jean Gagnepain himself
and from his first generation of students.



Gagnepain explains, if a human being is a social actor who is capable of his-
toricity then it is first and foremost because he or she is a person. By this, he
means that humans possess a specific mental capacity to create social bonds,
the functioning of which is partially revealed through the clinical study of
perversions and psychoses as well as of certain cerebral lesions.

The aim of the present book is to summarize and assess our current
knowledge of the person understood in this sense. Though written by a
single author, it is underpinned by the work performed by an entire team,
most of whose members were tutored directly by Jean Gagnepain himself.
Since this work comes from a number of different sources and is not always
easily available, we decided to produce a summary of it and compare this with
other recent work in the field of sociology. In doing so, we have not hesitated
to dwell at some length on a number of clinical cases. We considered this
to be necessary, given that while the sociology of the person claims to be a
clinical sociology, no publication had previously set out in detail the clinical
studies undertaken by researchers inspired by the theory of mediation in their
attempt to address perversions and psychoses and compare these studies with
others conducted by psychiatrists or psychoanalysts. The aim, however, is
not to develop a treatise (that would be premature), but to advance, to the
greatest possible extent, the hypotheses that we owe to Jean Gagnepain. In
cases where we were unable to find any clinical work conducted by researchers
acting within the framework of the theory of the person, we have not hesitated
to present cases described by psychoanalysts whenever these made it possible
to strengthen or question the hypotheses suggested by the model.

The idea that sociologists need to learn from the ill in order to understand
what it is that underpins social bonds might seem surprising and it is one
that is still far from becoming established as widespread practice in the field
of sociology. It is, however, many years since Lacan said of paranoia that “the
interpretation delusion is a delusion of the landing, the street, the forum”
(Lacan, 1932, p. 212). In effect, paranoia, like schizophrenia or perversions,
is a disorder that profoundly affects relations with others. Each of these
pathologies raises questions about what it is that underpins social bonds. All
sociologists are aware of the attention paid by Goffman to the arrangements
relating to the territory of the self in the staging of everyday life (Goffman,
1971). It is less well remembered that this same Goffman once stated that

“Many classic symptoms of psychosis are precise and pointed
violation of these territorial arrangements. There are encroach-
ments, as when a mental patient visiting a supermarket gra-
tuitously riffles through a shopper’s cart, or walks behind the
counter to examine what is contained there, or openly advances
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her place in the checkout line, or leans into an ongoing conversa-
tion not her own, or addresses a midpassage statement to some-
one who has not been brought into a state of talk. There are
self-contaminations involving exposure or befoulment, as when a
patient is denudative, or too easily invites conversational contact
from others, or speaks aloud shameful admissions, or smears him-
self with half-eaten food, or openly toys with his mucus, or takes
dirty objects into his mouth” (ibid., p. 359) 2.

Goffman was not very far from outlining a clinical sociology of the same
type as that given to us by Jean Gagnepain.

“Mental symptoms directly express the whole array of divi-
sive social alignments: alienation, rebellion, insolence, untrust-
worthiness, hostility, apathy, importunement, intrusiveness, and
so forth. These divisive alignments do not — in the first instance
— constitute malfunctioning of the individual, but rather distur-
bance and trouble in a relationship or an organization” (ibid.,
p. 387).

Is this not another way of saying what we have already said above, namely
that the study of mental symptoms is one of the very best way to understand
what it is that underpins social bonds, “relations” or “organizations”? To
understand, furthermore, what makes human beings into social actors? It
is simply a shame that Goffman was content to speak only in terms of a
generic patient and did not pay more attention to the way in which different,
although not all, mental symptoms specifically call into question different
aspects of the social bonds. It is this that differentiates him from Gagnepain.

The current work is organized as follows. The first chapter provides a cri-
tique of various conceptions of exchange and social bonds that have played
a prominent role in the history not only of sociology but also, and more gen-
erally, in that of the human sciences. It ends with the conclusion that it
is necessary to focus first and foremost on social forms. The second chap-
ter looks at the way in which the person, by establishing boundaries that
both differentiate and segment, implicitly formalizes social relations. This
second chapter also provides an opportunity to present and define the most
important concepts relating to the sociology of the person: the concepts of

2Whenever a pre-existing English version of the works quoted here was available (the
original version as in the case of Erving Goffman’s works or a translation as in the case of
Pierre Bourdieu’s works), this English version has been used. See the bibliography at the
end of the book for the corresponding references.



individual, subject and person, as well as concepts such as status, position,
function and role. It provides an extensive description of clinical psychiatric
cases taken, as far as possible, from the clinical work of researchers inspired
by Jean Gagnepain, but also on occasions from psychoanalysis. Finally, the
third chapter summarizes the body of works produced by mediationist re-
searchers in the field of neurological disorders affecting relations with others.
In particular, it shows how these disorders make it possible to provide a solid
foundation for the distinction between subject and person.

As we have said above, this volume attempts to take account of the work
performed by an entire team. It would not have been possible were it not
for the efforts of several generations of researchers who have explored the
avenues opened up by Jean Gagnepain, some of whom will find here an echo
of their own work, nuanced of course by my own preferences and choice of
sociological literature. At this point, I must thank most particularly Armel
Huet, founder and, for many years, Director of LARES, who drew my at-
tention to the value for sociology students such as myself of attending the
optional linguistics courses open to us. Next, my thanks must go to Jean-
Yves Urien. It is to the great scientific and pedagogic quality of his teaching
that I truly owe my understanding of the contribution of clinical anthropol-
ogy to the human sciences. I must also thank the entire team at LIRL® and
most especially Jacques Laisis, Jean-Claude Quentel and Jean Gagnepain
himself who welcomed me more than once with his habitual friendliness. I
also reserve a special mention for Hubert Guyard, who left us too early, and
Olivier Sabouraud with whom we enjoyed many forward-looking conversa-
tions during our laboratory seminars. If this book has any qualities then they
are due primarily to all those named above. As for its inevitable deficiencies,
I fear I alone must bear the entire responsibility.

3Laboratoire interdisciplinaire de recherches sur le langage (Interdisciplinary Labora-
tory for Language Research, Rennes 2 University, France), now merged into the Inter-
disciplinary Center for Analysis of Human and Social Processes (Centre Interdisciplinaire
d’Analyse des Processus Humains et Sociaux or CIAPHS).



Chapter 1

The different forms of exchange

1.1 The social bond: an old concern

The question of the social bond lies at the heart of the sociological endeavor
(Nisbet, 1970). For Auguste Comte, the purpose of sociology, or the science
of humanity, was to help the divided societies of his time to develop into
the reconciled societies of the future (Aron, 1967, p. 117). For his part,
Durkheim was obsessed with the crisis of modern society which, in his view,
was characterized “by social disintegration, the weakness of the ties binding
the individual to the group” (Aron, 1967, p. 33). He, too, believed that it
was the task of sociology to save society from this disintegration by restoring
what he termed solidarity.

While this anxiety about the social bond therefore played an important
role for the founders of French sociology, the question of the social bond
actually predates the 19th century. Dominique Méda has shown that we can
find its origins, at least in the modern period, in the break-up of the feudal
order (Méda, 1995).

The Middle Ages conceived of the social order as an order ordained by
God in line with the teachings of Saint Paul (“Non est enim potestas nisi a
Deo” — Rom., 13,1). During the 17th century, this conception came under
severe attack. Hobbes, in particular, dealt it a decisive blow by dissociating
the social order from the natural order and imagining a fictional, primordial
natural state with which human beings had broken by deciding to engage in
society. This conception was gradually to become the dominant one. How-
ever, if the social order is arbitrary and at constant risk of being broken down
into its constituent elements, namely the individuals who form it, and thus
of returning to a state of war which, according to Hobbes, characterizes the
natural, unregulated coexistence of individuals, then the problem lies in how



“to find the rule for the coexistence of those who now recognize themselves as
and claim the right to be individuals and to avoid constantly casting doubt
on this rule” (Méda, 1995, p. 83).

As Méda also showed, the 17th century was the period when social
thinkers set themselves the task of discovering this rule. Two solutions, one
“economic” and the other “political”, were proposed to bring unity to the
unordered multiplicity of individuals in their natural state and each of these
solutions involved the idea of a contract.

1.1.1 The political solution

The “political” solution conceived of a new type of contract that would bring
about the formation of a political authority (the State) and through which
the unity of the politic body would be established. In The Social Contract
or Principles of Political Right, Rousseau thus imagined a primitive natural
state in which human beings would have been inherently free. He supposed
“men to have reached the point at which the obstacles in the way of their
preservation in the state of nature show their power of resistance to be greater
than the resources at the disposal of each individual for his maintenance
in that state. That primitive condition can then subsist no longer; and
the human race would perish unless it changed its manner of existence”
(Rousseau, 1762, book 1, chap. 6').To preserve themselves, human beings
would have had no other solution “than the formation, by aggregation, of
a sum of forces great enough to overcome the resistance. These they have
to bring into play by means of a single motive power, and cause to act in
concert” (ibid.). However, here Rousseau noted a contradiction: “This sum
of forces can arise only where several persons come together: but, as the force
and liberty of each man are the chief instruments of his self-preservation, how
can he pledge them without harming his own interests, and neglecting the
care he owes to himself?” (ibid.).

The problem that the Social Contract had to overcome was therefore as
follows: “to find a form of association which will defend and protect with the
whole common force the person and goods of each associate, and in which
each, while uniting himself with all, may still obey himself alone, and remain
as free as before” (ibid.). To respond to this problem, Rousseau formulated
the clauses of the social pact as follows: “Each of us puts his person and all
his power in common under the supreme direction of the general will, and,
in our corporate capacity, we receive each member as an indivisible part of
the whole” (ibid.). This is the pact by means of which “a people is a people”

!Translated in 1782 by G. D. H. Cole, public domain.



and in which one should see “the true foundation of society” (ibid., chap. 5).

1.1.2 The economic solution

For its part, the “economic” solution considers that the social bond is made
up of an infinite number of mostly implicit contracts concluded within the
framework of commercial exchange This conception is very clearly set out
by Adam Smith, according to whom it is commercial exchange that lies at
the root of and preserves society. Furthermore, Smith held that it is at all
times the multiplicity of commercial exchanges that constitutes the social
bond. And these exchanges themselves derive from needs that human beings
are unable to satisfy on their own. In this way, each individual’s pursuit
of his own interests almost automatically brings about the establishment
of the social bond. In effect, the desire for prosperity is such that, on the
one hand, it makes efficiency — and consequently the division of labor —
obligatory and therefore increases interindividual dependence. On the other,
the contribution of each individual to production is remunerated as a function
of the value of the work done. It is this remuneration alone that enables
them to consume and satisfy their needs. In this way, it also contributes
to the establishment of the bond. According to this conception, therefore,
“trade is the melting pot of the social bond: while we believe that we trade
to gain wealth, we simultaneously acquire the social bond and a leveling
of conditions. The economy brings together the arbitrary and the natural:
we trade in the illusion of achieving a promised prosperity and, once again,
construct the social bond without intending to” (Méda, 1995, p. 89). In other
words, the search for prosperity through the indefinite increase in production
is what prevents social disintegration. The social bond is assured by a never-
ending flow of commercial exchanges that are all but identical to the flows
that can be observed in physics (ibid., p. 201).

1.2 A critical appraisal of these conceptions

By searching for the principle underlying the “social bond” in contracts and
exchange, the thinkers of the 18th century had identified something of fun-
damental importance. Despite this, they were unable to avoid a somewhat
naive and reductionist conception of contract and exchange which still in-
fluences thinking today. To move beyond this conception, we should like
to make three comments: exchange is not reducible to a physical flow; con-
tracts presuppose an ability to contract; exchange is not limited to the trade
in “economic” goods.



1.2.1 Exchange is not reducible to a physical flow

Since its emergence in the 18th century, economics has been viewed as a
“theory of contracts” according to which the social bond derives from the
permanence of exchange. The problem here relates entirely to the fact that
exchange is often thought of based on the model of the flows that are studied
in physics (electrical current, hydraulic flows, etc.). As far as the economy is
concerned, as Méda wrote, “the social bond is, in an almost physical sense,
this unending flow of exchanges” (Méda, op. cit., p. 201). This appears, for
example, in the “economic circular low” which can be found in practically
any macroeconomic textbook.

Consumer expenditure (= GDP)

|

Goods and services

Wages, rent, interest and profits (= GDP)
Figure 1.1: The economic circular flow (two sectors model)

The inner flow is called the “real flow” (flow of factor services from house-
holds to firms and flow of goods and services from firms to households), while
the outer flow is the “money flow” (monetary payment from firms to house-
holds for their factor services and monetary payments from households to
firms against their goods and services). However, the very expression “cir-
cular flow” suggests that we are dealing with a single flow apprehended at
different points during its circulation. The use of the term “flow” itself is
not without its implications. It testifies very well to the salience of physical
models in economic thought ?. Furthermore, this salience of physical models
is not restricted to the economy. It can also be found in the field of verbal

2Clearly seen in the work of the marginalist economists of the late 19th century such
as Walras (Le Bot, 2002, 2003), this salience of physical models can also be found in what
has been termed “hydraulic Keynesianism” and is still present today as is shown by the
repeated attempts to give a new “scientific” basis to economics in the light of advances
in physics, despite the many criticisms made by economists of varying hues, as well as
by sociologists and economic anthropologists (Steiner, 1999; Callon and Muniesa, 2003;
Callon, 2006). Thus Jean-Philippe Bouchaud, a French physicist, professor of physics
at the Ecole polytechnique, as well as founder and chairman of the hedge-fund Capital
Fund Management (CFM), fuelled a new debate with an article published in Nature in
December 2008 in which he emphasized the need for economics to draw much more deeply
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exchanges in all of the “communication schemas” in which an “emitter” E is
linked to a “receiver” R by some “channel”, “thread” or “conductive space”.
One old example of this takes the form of the “speech circuit” described in
Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in General Linguistics, the seminal work of
modern linguistics.

Figure 1.2: The speech circuit (F. de Saussure)

This elementary schema was followed by the many different models of
communication that emerged in the wake of the Second World War. However,
many of these models, from the extremely simple proposal put forward by
Shannon and Weaver (1948) to the more complex idea developed by Abraham
Moles (1988) are no more than models of circuits that account better for the
physical transmission of a signal between an emitter and a receiver than for
the social bonds between human beings which, as we shall see, involve the
boundaries of a constantly reaffirmed otherness.

It is true that human beings have a tendency to communication and
exchange and that these communications and these exchanges may seem to
unfold in accordance with the simplified schemas that we have referred to
above. However, appearances can deceive, as much in the human sciences as
in the natural sciences. To say that human societies are based on exchange
is, as Alain Testart comments, “to say something very ordinary and trite
that applies to all sorts of worlds, whether the world of physics, that of
biology or the social world, without being the defining characteristic of any
of them” (Testart, 2007, p. 17). To go beyond this trite affirmation and
identify what is specific to human exchanges, we shall take as our starting
point an observation drawn from everyday life: communication difficulties.

Everyone can complain, at some time, of not understanding someone else
or of not being understood by them. Everyone has attended family reunions
or work meetings that seem to be dominated by a general lack of under-
standing and which often seem to decline into a round of turn-taking in
which everyone provides a different reformulation of what the person next

on the example of the physical sciences. See http://arxiv.org/PS_cache/arxiv/pdf/
0810/0810.5306v1.pdf, and http://physicsworld.com/cws/article/print/38469.
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to them has said but without it being possible to come to any agreement.
In the teaching field, it is well known that all students share the deplorable
tendency of misinterpreting what the teacher thinks he or she has explained
“clearly”! The same is true of readers who always misinterpret, misunder-
stand or completely fail to comprehend a text which, to its author, is the soul
of clarity itself! Conversely, however, for the student or reader, the teacher
or author are never “clear” enough!

The fact is that we never share exactly the same words or the same
knowledge and that readers necessarily reformulate in their own way (and
using their own words) what authors formulate in theirs. That is why Jacques
Lacan was able to claim that he never knew what he was saying or, in other
words, that we never know exactly what other people understand by what we
say ®. I say what I say. But on the basis of what I say, you understand what
you can or what you want to understand. However, there is more. It would
be illusory to believe that the words we share necessarily convey the same
meaning. You will never think exactly the same thing as me in exactly the
same words as me because you use these words in different configurations of
oppositions and relations, you associate them with different presuppositions
and you derive other inferences from them. Although language is generally
held to be a “means of communication”, it has to be admitted that it is a
very bad means. It permanently causes misunderstanding, disagreement and
incomprehension.

If there are misunderstandings and differences in interpretation, this is
because there is a pre-existing otherness that distinguishes one person from
another. A communicative exchange between persons necessarily presup-
poses this otherness. Communication is the attempt to reduce a difference
that precedes it. The divergence is therefore situated in the communication
itself, because this divergence — this otherness — is an intrinsic characteristic
of human beings. At the human level, therefore, exchange is the attempt to
reduce a pre-existing difference, but without it ever being possible to elim-
inate this difference in the same way, for example, that a foreign body can
be eliminated. This difference or otherness is always there. Or perhaps it
would be better to say that it is they that create the need to communicate,
exchange, converse. In short, communication takes place within a context
of difference which it attempts to reduce without ever being fully able to do
so. The result is always relative and unstable. Communication, by attempt-
ing to attenuate a pre-existing difference, actually reaffirms this difference.

3The Seminar of Jacques Lacan, book XVIII, On a discourse that might not be a
semblance (1971), translated by Cormac Gallagher from unedited French manuscripts.
http://www.lacaninireland.com/ (visited 14, April, 2013) — A French version, also
from unedited manuscripts, is available here: http://staferla.free.fr/
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The otherness of the interlocutors persists during and after the act of com-
munication even though they are transformed by it. What is termed “the
convergence of viewpoints” is never anything other than the transformation
of two persons by one another. However, these two persons continue to be
no less different from one another throughout the dialog.

Naturally, this general formulation also applies to the present work. If I
make the effort to write it, it is because I hope that, when you have finished
reading it, you will no longer think about the “social bond” as you did before.
['also hope that what I, and the authors I quote, have to say about the matter
will contribute to this change in your thinking. However, it is certain even
now that, by the end of this book, you will still think differently from me
and the authors I may have inspired you to read and whose reasoning and
vocabulary you believe you have “assimilated”. For my part, in my desire
to change your knowledge, I am obliged to be as “clear” as possible. To do
this, I must formulate my arguments in a way that will be understood and
express myself at a “level” that I imagine to be that of my readers. In other
words, you are already present in my way of writing which you are helping
to change. There will be, I hope, a sufficient “convergence of viewpoints” so
that you will not be left bewildered but not to such an extent that you will
have the impression that I am pushing against an open door.

This is the apparent paradox of human communication: a dialog leaves
you somewhat changed (provided that you have consented to listen to another
person) even though you still remain yourself. The point of view deriving
from our personal history and personality is not reducible to each of the
points of view of those with whom we have entered into communication.
But, nevertheless, our subsequent knowledge bears the trace of the various
discussions that have, in some way or other, directly or indirectly, influenced
our developing personality. In brief, the paradox is that others make us what
we are, but always different from themselves.

What we have said above is true in the case of dialog, that is to say an
exchange of words. However, it is equally true of other fields of “communica-
tion” or “commerce” (in the sense of “intercourse in the affairs of life” as the
Oxford English Dictionary puts it). The “form” taken by communication
is always the same: a “dialectic” relation between otherness and identity,
appropriation and exchange, ownership and sharing, opinion and consensus,
or, in short, divergence and convergence.

Let us take the example of what was once termed “amorous commerce”.
This involves the problem of the simultaneity of desire, for example in the
form of orgasm. I want it, she doesn’t. She wants it, I don’t. I'm experiencing
pleasure, she’s not. She’s having fun, I'm not.. Woody Allen illustrates this
very well in the film Annie Hall, when, at the moment of making love, Annie
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(Diane Keaton) splits into two, with her body remaining present for Alvy
Singer (Woody Allen) while her “spirit” gets up, sits on a chair and asks for
paper to draw on. To some extent, so-called “women’s magazines” are fuelled
by the answers that they attempt to provide to this type of misunderstanding
which, furthermore, are the stock-in-trade of “sexologists” and other “sex
therapists”. This is surely a sign that the problem of “communication” is
present in this domain as well.

And the same is true of exchanges of products or interactions circum-
scribed by a technical environment. One might think that a crossroads is a
crossroads, the same for everyone, defined by a certain technical and spatial
configuration. How, then, is it possible to account for the many accidents of
varying levels of severity that occur there so frequently unless we accept that
these crossroads are never exactly the same for each of the drivers who nego-
tiate them at any given time?? And are the carrots that an organic farmer
sells directly at the local market really the same for him and for the local
dignitary or naval officer’s wife who buys them from him? For him, an old
sixties hippy, these carrots and their method of cultivation are an integral
part of a form of protest against a productivist view of agriculture and an
entire established order. For her, far from representing such a protest, these
carrots are just one element in a specific dietary regime and, perhaps also,
a form of snobbery (to do one’s shopping at the market is, of course, more
“authentic” than to trail round the shelves at the hypermarket!).

In short, there is no type of human exchange, whatever its content, with-
out a risk of misunderstanding due to the otherness of other people. In
the next chapter, this unavoidable otherness will oblige us to question the
relevance of the concept of the individual that is so dear to sociology and
to common sense alike. But before that, however, we must re-examine the
concept of contract.

1.2.2 Everything in a contract is not contractual

For there to be a contract, whether this is the constitutional contract that
founds a nation or any of a multitude of commercial contracts, there must
first of all be an ability to contract. Assuming that the contract is the origin
of the social tie — an expression used by Rousseau as early as the first chapter
of the second volume of the Social Contract — is therefore to use the result to
explain the process that made it possible to achieve it! However, Rousseau
was clearly not completely fooled because he added that “the clauses of this

4With regard to the necessity of ordering, on the pavements and on the roads, the
“passings-by of unacquainted pilots”, see what Erving Goffman has to say about “vehicular
units” (Goffman, 1971, p. 5 ff.).
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contract [..] although they have perhaps never been formally set forth |..]
are everywhere the same and everywhere tacitly admitted and recognized”
(Rousseau, 1762, book I, chap. 6). Rousseau’s problem, however, was less to
provide a scientific account of the social bound than to answer the “social
question” of his time, which he summarized in his famous formulation: “Man
is born free; and everywhere he is in chains” (ibid., chap. 1). It is also
true that the question of contract persisted unresolved after Rousseau. The
founder of French sociology, Emile Durkheim, claimed that the contract could
not lie at the root of societies because contracts presuppose the existence of
society:

“For everything in the contract is not contractual. The only
engagements which deserve this name are those which have been
desired by the individuals and which have no other origin ex-
cept in this manifestation of free will. Inversely, every obligation
which has not been mutually consented to has nothing contrac-
tual about it. But wherever a contract exists, it is submitted to
regulation which is the work of society and not that of individuals,
and which becomes ever more voluminous and more complicated”
(Durkheim, 1947, p. 211).

Durkheim does not, of course, deny the existence of numerous contracts
in modern society. However, for him,

“this contractual element is a derivative of the structure of
the society and, one might even say, a derivative of the state
of the collective consciousness in modern society. In order for
an ever wider sphere to exist in which individuals may freely
reach agreements among themselves, society must first have a
legal structure which authorizes independent decisions on the part
of individuals. In other words, interindividual contracts occur
within a social context which is not determined by the individuals
themselves. It is the division of labor by differentiation which is
the original condition for the existence of a sphere of contract.
[..] When economists or sociologists explain modern society on
the basis of the contract, they are reversing both the historical
and the logical order” (Aron, 1967, p. 19-20).

Society with its rules therefore comes before contracts. The problem is
that we still have to explain why there is such a thing as “society”. No-one
has ever actually encountered “society”, which is a largely mythical being: all
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we ever meet is people. That is why certain sociologists, who are opposed to
Durkheim on this point, have suggested that we simply abandon the concept
of “society”. Like Margaret Thatcher, albeit for different reasons, they could
say that “there is no such thing as society”. In France, this is the case of
Alain Touraine (Touraine, 1992), for example, as well as of Bruno Latour
who prefers to see sociology as a science of associations (Latour, 2005). We
willingly agree to their proposals in the present work whose very aim it is to
show how each person draws the boundaries of these associations.

1.2.3 Exchange is not limited to its “economic” content

However, we must first return to the “economic” conception of exchange and
bonds. In effect, in this conception, exchange tends to be reduced to simple
commercial exchanges or trade, that is to say the sale of products and services
for a price expressed in monetary terms. There is, however, no more reason
to limit exchange to this concept of trade than there is to take account only
of exchanges that have some type of specific “content”.

With reference to this issue, a major step was taken by Georg Simmel
who attempted to distinguish the “form” of social relationships from all of
their specific “contents”.

“Hence, not only may the form in which the most divergent
contents are realized be identical; but, inversely, the content, too,
may persist, while its medium — the interactions of the individuals
— adopts a variety of forms. We see, then, that the analysis in
terms of form and content transforms the facts, which — in their
immediacy, present these two categories as the indissoluble unity
of social life — in such a way as to justify the sociological problem”
(Simmel, 1950, p. 22-23).

This leads us to the conclusion that the economic domain (which relates
to the satisfaction of material needs) is merely one of the “contents of life”
which, like all other contents, owes “its form” to the “transformations in the
purely sociological structure”, that is to say to transformations in the order of
social relationships (Simmel, 1950, p. 16-17). Such an approach very clearly
casts doubt on the economism of Marx and of economists in general, that is
to say on the idea that social relationships are ultimately an expression of
some form of “economic infrastructure”. This distinction between the “form”
and “content” of social relationships was to re-emerge to some extent in the
work of Marcel Mauss who believed he could identify “the form and reason
for exchange in archaic societies” in the threefold obligation to give, to receive
and to repay (Mauss, 1990, our emphases).
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It is, nevertheless, not enough to view exchange as the general form within
which this mixture of different contents circulates. To a large extent, this
error is due to a lazy interpretation of Mauss as well as of Lévi-Strauss. As a
result, the way these two authors define “exchange” deserves to be discussed.

Exchange in Mauss and Lévi-Strauss

The starting point is the famous Essay on the Gift, to which we referred
above. In it, Mauss asks two questions: “What rule of legality and self-
interest, in societies of a backward or archaic type, compels the gift that has
been received to be obligatorily reciprocated 7 What power resides in the ob-
ject given that causes its recipient to pay it back?” (Mauss, 1923-1924 /1990,
p. 4 — translated by W. D. Halls)® He believes to have found in exchange,
“one of the human foundations on which our societies are built” (ibid., p. 5) 5.
We know that in this article, Mauss attaches great importance to the study
of the potlatch festivals of the indigenous peoples of Northwest America in
which he sees “total services of an agonistic type” (ibid., p. 8). Mauss con-
tends that, alongside its agonistic character, these total services comprise
three “moments” or three “obligations”: the obligation to make gifts, the
obligation to receive gifts and the obligation to reciprocate by repaying gifts.
Mauss goes on to say that this system, “constitutes the most ancient system
of economy and law that we can find or of which we can conceive. It forms the
base from which the morality of the exchange-through-gift has flowed” (ibid.,
p. 90) ". And “this whole economy of the exchange-through-gift”, which “lay
outside the bounds of the so-called natural economy, that of utilitarianism”
(ibid., p. 92) 8, “not only throws light upon our morality and help us to direct
our ideals. In their light, we can analyze better the most general economic
facts, and even this analysis helps us dimly to perceive better organizational
procedures applicable in our societies” (ibid., p. 91)°. Mauss clearly did not

5The first English translation was as follows: “In primitive or archaic types of society
what is the principle whereby the gift received has to be repaid? What force is there in
the thing given which compels the recipient to make a return?” (1954).

SMauss wrote: “un des rocs humains” (“one of the human bedrocks”). The first trans-
lation was: “one of the bases of social life” (1954)

"Mauss wrote: “Il forme le fond sur lequel s’est détachée la morale du don-échange”
(1950, p. 264). The first English translation was something of a simplification, saying
“constitutes the oldest economic system we know. It is the base from which gift-exchange
arose” (1954, p. 68).

8Mauss spoke here of the “échange-don”. The first English translation was “fails to
conform to the principles of so-called natural economy or utilitarianism” (1954, p. 69).

9The first English translation was: can help us “to point out our ideal” and may “help
us to analyse economic facts of a more general nature, and our analysis might suggest the
way to better administrative procedures for our societies” (1954, p. 69).
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differentiate between exchange and gift and spoke equally of “exchange-gift”
and “gift-exchange” '°. This lack of distinction can even be found in the title
of the work: “Essay on the Gift: Form and Reason for Exchange in Archaic
Societies” (our emphases).

According to Mauss, exchange constitutes “a total social fact”. To draw on
the terminology used by Georg Simmel, we can say that exchange constitutes
the “form” in which a range of different “contents” take place. This is because
in this text, Mauss attempts to identify a general form of exchange (giving,
receiving and repaying ') behind the infinite variety of exchanged “contents”
- tools, manufactured products, food and drink, magic spells, songs, dances
and myths - examples of which he looks for in a wide variety of so-called
“archaic” societies: the Samoan and Maori peoples of Polynesia, the New
Caledonians and Trobriand Islanders in Melanesia, the Indians of Northwest
America, antique Rome, ancient India, the old Germanic peoples etc. The
expression “total social fact” used by Mauss, in particular in connection with
exchange, implies the recognition, behind the extreme diversity of specific
manifestations, of a social form that makes it possible to give these exchanges
a “global meaning” (Lévi-Strauss, 1950, p. xxvi).

However, once again it is important not to give way to the temptation to
overgeneralization to the point of confounding exchange and gift and seeing,
everywhere and at all times, only a single “form and reason for exchange”.
As Alain Testart (2007) has shown, to exchange is not the same as to give.
One of the criticisms that can be leveled at Mauss is that he did not want to
see this difference because, like Durkheim, his uncle, his main concern was to
found a new morality which would be distinct from “utilitarianist” morality.
We shall return to this question.

Lévi-Strauss, however, who did not share Mauss’s moral preoccupations,
was to go still further in reducing all social forms to exchange. In The
Elementary Structures of Kinship, he summarized “the famous Fssay on the
Gift” as follows;

“In this study, which today is regarded as a classic, Mauss
sought to show that exchange in primitive societies consists not
so much in economic transactions as in reciprocal gifts, that these
reciprocal gifts have a far more important function in these soci-
eties than in our own, and that this primitive form of exchange is

10This lack of distinction is lost in the two English translations, with the first referring
to “gift-exchange” and the second to “exchange-through-gift”.

' Mauss says “donner, recevoir et rendre”. The second English translator, W. D. Halls,
chose to translate “rendre” by “reciprocate”, while the first translator preferred to use
“repay”.
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not merely nor essentially of an economic nature but is what he
aptly calls a total social fact’, that is, an event which has a sig-
nificance that is at once social and religious, magic and economic,
utilitarian and sentimental, jural and moral” (Lévi-Strauss, 1969,
p. 52).

Like Mauss, Lévi-Strauss also emphasized the fact that this “attitude of
primitive thought toward the exchange of goods is not only expressed in
clearly defined and localized institutions” but also “permeates every trans-
action, ritual or profane, in which objects or produce are given or received”
(ibid., p. 53). He noted a clear difference between commercial transactions
and the reciprocal gifts of primitive societies (ibid., p. 65). However, first
and foremost, he stressed the reciprocity of the exchanges observed during
potlatch festivals as well as in receptions held in Western societies (ibid.,
p. 67). And, in his opinion, it is this rule of reciprocity that also explains the
prohibition of incest:

“Like exogamy, the prohibition of incest is a rule of reciprocity,
for I will give up my daughter or my sister only on condition
that my neighbor does the same. The violent reaction of the
community towards incest is a reaction of a community outraged.
Unlike exogamy, exchange may be neither explicit nor immediate;
but the fact that I can obtain a wife is, in the final analysis, the
consequence of the fact that a brother or a father has given her
up” (ibid., p. 62).

Three years later, in L“ntroduction a [’ecuvre de Marcel Mauss, Lévi-
Strauss went even further in reducing gift to exchange. Mauss, he said,
“rightly seemed to be dominated by logical certainty, namely that exchange
is the common denominator of many social activities that are different from
one another. However, he is not able to see this exchange in the facts.
Empirical observation does not show him exchange but only — as he says
himself — “three obligations: giving, receiving, reciprocating” (Lévi-Strauss,
1950, p. xxxvii-xxxvii). However, the important thing, adds Lévi-Strauss,
is to “understand that exchange itself is the primitive phenomenon and not
the discrete operations into which it is broken down by social life” (ibid.,
p. Xxxviii).

General circulation

However, at this level of abstraction, exchange designates nothing more than
a general circulation and we are not far removed from the flows described by
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economists. Here, we shall adopt the reasoning of Irene Théry who identified
two different books in The Elementary Structures of Kinship (Théry, 2007).
The first of these books mobilizes the structural method which has proven to
be extremely adept in calling into question the substantialist conceptions of
institutions and culture (ibid., p. 154 and 163). The second book, however,
is dominated by a structuralist postulate that is totally at odds with the
descriptions provided by the first. According to Théry, this second book
constructs a “modern origin myth” which sees the exchange of women as the
“key in the transition from the state of nature to the state of culture” (ibid.,
p. 155). And it is, unfortunately, this extremely questionable second book
that the majority of sociologists have seized on.

In it, Lévi-Strauss holds that all men have a “deep polygamous tendency”
which “always makes the number of available women seem insufficient”, and
all the more so given that “these women would not all be equally desirable”
and that “the most desirable women form a minority. Hence, the demand
for women is in actual fact, or to all intents and purpose, always in a state
of disequilibrium and tension” (Lévi-Strauss, 1969, p. 38). Even though
Lévi-Strauss does not expressly say so, everything seems to suggest that, to
some extent, this “deep polygamous tendency” observable in men reflects a
shortfall in the “supply” (of women) compared to the “demand”. The solution
to this problem consists in the right of control that the group assumes over the
freedom of access to women, resulting in the famous formulation, according
to which “the prohibition of incest is less a rule prohibiting marriage with the
mother, sister or daughter, than a rule obliging the mother, sister or daughter
to be given to others. It is the supreme rule of the gift” (ibid., p. 481).

This new origin myth insists that there is only one sole “law of exchange”,
defined as a “principle of the reciprocity of mine and thine” (Théry, 2007,
p. 157). In it, social life is reduced to a general circulation of women, words
and things which, as we have said above, is not so very different from the flows
that economists write about. Furthermore, the terms used by Lévi-Strauss
to explain why it is beneficial both for the group and for the individual that
“neither fraternity nor paternity can be put forward as claims to a wife”
(Lévi-Strauss, 1969, p. 42) are similar to those used to justify free trade (free
and fair competition is more beneficial than protectionism).

A typology of transfers

To go beyond this conception of exchange which interweaves reciprocity and
general circulation, it is necessary to distinguish between at least three defi-
nitions of exchange (Testart, 2007).

1. The first definition is contractual: here, exchange is an exchange of
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goods and “to exchange” means “to cede in return for a counterpart”;

2. The second definition places the emphasis on reciprocity and, more
specifically, on the intentional addressing of a recipient. In this defini-
tion, to exchange is to “address something to a specific recipient and
receive in return”; at this level, it is possible to talk about an exchange
of smiles, an exchange of courtesies or even an exchange of blows;

3. The third and final definition relates to circulation, irrespective of the
domain in question (which may be the social domain involving, for
example, road traffic, the biological domain involving an exchange of
substances between a cell and its nutrient environment, or the physical
domain in which, for example, heat is exchanged between two bodies).

In the third definition, exchange designates a simple two-way flow without
any intentionality. By contrast, the first two definitions presuppose inten-
tionality. According to Testart, the second definition is inseparable from the
concept of addressing a recipient. The smile, the courtesy or the blow is
addressed to someone. It is issued by someone and brings about a response.
At the risk of getting ahead of ourselves, we could say that exchange, here,
presupposes the presence of persons who are defined as possible interlocu-
tors. As for the first, and most restrictive, definition, it implies not only the
addressing of a recipient but also a condition: there must be a counterpart.
This is the condition for the exchange. The goods are ceded by one of the
parties to the exchange on condition and only on condition that the other
party gives up something in return.

Testart goes on to say that the third meaning is purely kinetic. There is a
“simple, two-way movement”, a “simple reciprocity of actions that take place
in space” (Testart, 2007, p. 16). Although the second meaning also involves
reciprocity, it additionally includes the idea of response which “corresponds
[in English] to to reciprocate: it is an intentional, wished for, meaningful
reciprocity” (ibid.). Finally, the first meaning “designates a human institu-
tion that is complex and completely specific” (ibid.). Exchange, the act of
ceding, presupposes a prior agreement concerning the wishes of the parties
in the same way as jurists describe contracts. And it is precisely this de-
mand for a counterpart that distinguishes between an exchange and a gift.
An exchange, in the first of the meanings listed above, is therefore a human
relationship which is different from a gift.

Testart goes on to say that Lévi-Strauss writes at such a level of abstrac-
tion that both exchange (in the first sense given above) and gift, which is
defined relative to the concept of exchange, have disappeared. All that is left
are cycles of reciprocity or, in Testart’s words “a kinetic formalism” which
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refers to the third, and most general, meaning of the word exchange and
which cannot “claim to account for social life” (ibid., p. 223). This is a vigor-
ous criticism but it is not very different from that leveled by Irene Théry with
regard to the hypothetical component of The Elementary structures of Kin-
ship. Tt addresses the structuralist stance which, in Lévi-Strauss, underpins
the illusion “of a forthcoming grand unification of the natural sciences and
the social sciences under the aegis of cybernetics understood as the science
of communication” (Théry, 2007, p. 199).

That having been said, however, the criticisms raised by Alain Testart do
not target Lévi-Strauss alone but, first and foremost, Mauss. This latter, as
Testart shows, did not see, or did not want to see, that a gift is very different
from an exchange. In the Fssay on the Gift, and as we have seen, Mauss
talks about a “gift-exchange” and about an “exchange-gift”. Unlike Irene
Théry, we do not therefore believe that it is possible to revert to Mauss’s
ideas here or that the study of the “potlatch societies would make it possible
to access a more universal, deeper truth and even the ’law’ underlying all
social life” (ibid., p. 190), or in short the famous “human bedrock” that
Mauss believed he was in contact with (“Nous touchons le roc”, Mauss, 1923-
1924/1950a, p. 264'?). A plentiful ethnographic literature, which has been
summarized by Alain Testart, requires us to abandon this supposed bedrock.
The unavoidable conclusion is that an exchange is not a gift, and that Mauss,
who never possessed a very clear conception of the idea of gift, tended to
overestimate its importance in primitive societies.

In order to escape from the confusion that characterizes the Fssay on
the Gift, Testart suggests constructing a typology of transfers. He describes
transfer as “the fact that goods, irrespective of their nature, that are origi-
nally available to a social actor A, transit through society to become available
to another actor B — and do so irrespective of the way in which they transit
provided that this is considered legitimate by the society in question” (ibid.,
p. 24). On this basis, he goes on to distinguish between three types of trans-
fer: gifts, exchanges and what he provisionally terms “transfers of the third
type”.

The defining characteristic of a gift is the absence of any demand for a
counterpart. Although a counterpart is possible, the gift is not conditional
upon it; it is not obligatory and can never be demanded. In other words
a gift is unconditional. There is no obligation to reciprocate (unless from
a “moral” point of view and even then not always). Even if the recipient
may “feel” obligated toward the giver, he is in no way obliged to provide a

12The first English translation here was “here we touch bedrock”. W. D. Halls translates:
“we touch upon fundamentals” (Mauss, 1990, p. 89)
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counterpart; he has not committed himself to anything. This is the case in
a potlatch, even if there is some self-interest at work here because a man’s
prestige depends on the number of potlatch he has been able to give during
his life.

In the case of exchange, in contrast, goods are ceded subject to the con-
dition that there is some counterpart. This counterpart can be demanded
and is legally obligatory. The parties to the exchange enter into a reciprocal
obligation, contract a debt with regard to one another, make a commitment
to one another. It could even be said that the counterpart is the cause of each
of the transfers (in kinetic terms, an exchange combines two transfers). And
the debt exists even if the counterpart is given immediately. As in the case
of gifts, there are many different types of exchange: there are commercial
exchanges and others that are not so (not everything that is not commercial
is necessarily a gift). The difference does not reside in the deferred nature of
the counterpart or in the use of money but in the existence of an offer and
a demand: in a marketplace, of whatever type, merchandise is offered for
sale, separated from its owner. The same is not true of non-commercial ex-
changes, a good example of which is the kula, a vast system for the transfer of
goods in the islands at the extreme Western edge of New Guinea, which owes
its ethnographic renown to the description of it published by Malinowski in
1922.

Finally, transfers of the third type (t3t) include fines, the payment of
interest or damages, reparations, taxes, labor provided in lieu of taxation
(tallage, corvée, etc.). They are the result of an obligation that the recip-
ient is perfectly entitled to demand but for which there is no counterpart.
The t3t include transfers resulting from a status of dependence (such as the
corvée and tallage in medieval Western Europe). In effect, unlike a charge,
the corvée or taxes are not due as the counterpart for a service; they are
due absolutely and unconditionally 2. It might be objected that as counter-
part for the tax paid, the State protects its citizens, the lord his vassals or
the sovereign his subjects. However, this protection is not the cause of the
obligation (in the sense that only the provision of the counterpart creates an
obligation). Another characteristic of these t3t is that the obligation persists
for as long as the relationship of dependence lasts (whereas in the case of an

13A charge is an obligatory exchange (use of the communal mill, television license fee,
fee for the collection of household waste), but it is nevertheless an exchange: it is due
as counterpart for a service. In those French communes that are currently experimenting
with an incentive charge for the collection of household waste, the charge is paid as coun-
terpart for the provision of the service. In contrast, the tax on household waste is due
unconditionally and paid by the taxpayer along with his or her local taxes irrespective of
the volume of waste collected.
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exchange, the obligation is commensurate with the debt and disappears once
the debt has been paid off).

Schemes of relation

Based on the work of Testart, Philippe Descola proposed a typology of
schemes of relation (Descola, 2005). For Descola, these schemes or modes of
relation can be reduced to six fundamental types that are subdivided into two
groups: potentially reversible relations between equivalent terms (exchange,
gift and predation), on the one hand, and irreversible relations between terms
that cannot be substituted for one another because they have a hierarchical
relationship (production, protection, transmission), on the other.

With regard to the question of exchanges and gifts, Descola reuses the
definitions proposed by Testart. Whereas “a gift is primarily a one-off ges-
ture which consists in giving up something to someone without expecting any
compensation for it other than the possible gratitude of the recipient” (De-
scola, 2005, p. 429), an exchange places the creditor in a position to demand
a counterpart for the service rendered or the thing that has been transferred.
In other words, only an exchange brings with it the obligation to reciprocate
and transforms the partners into debtor and creditor. Finally, in addition to
exchanges and gifts, Descola identifies a third type of social relation which
he terms predation. This takes the form of a taking which entails no more
obligation on the part of the person who engages in it than a gift does on the
part of the person who receives it. We can speak in terms of theft, capture
or unjust appropriation if our aim is “to focus on the generally illicit and re-
proved nature of the operation” (ibid., p. 435). Despite this, when rooted in
a core self-preservation mechanism (predator/prey relationship), predation
is and has been sufficiently widespread everywhere and in all ages for us to
be able to speak of a form of social relationship as such.

So much for the reversible relations between equivalent terms. When de-
scribing the irreversible relations between terms that cannot be substituted
for one another, the first scheme cited by Descola is production. The re-
lation here is clearly irreversible “the genetic antecedence of the producer
with regard to his product means that the latter cannot, in turn, produce
its producer (even if it can help maintain him), thus making it, at least in
its initial condition, dependent on the entity to which it owes its existence”
(ibid., p. 439). Descola then refers to Marx before asking whether the pro-
duction relation which, in our society, is easily conceived of as the principal
way available to humans to transform nature and, by doing so, transform
themselves, is equally preeminent in societies other than Western societies.
Even if people manufacture everywhere, is manufacturing always necessarily
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understood in terms of the production model?

The prototype of the protection relation as defined by Philippe Descola is
the parent-child relationship. Without ever being reciprocal, this relationship
can nevertheless be inverted with time as children, for example, when they
have become adults, take care of their now elderly parents. In all cases, the
relationship is unequal since the assurance and security through which it is
manifested are offered by the person who is able to provide them.

This protection relation can take the form of a chain when the protector
is himself protected by someone more powerful than he is. While the pro-
totypical relation may be the parent-child relation, protection can also be
found in the relationship between the citizen and the State or in the case
of animal or plant species protected by their defenders Finally, transmis-
siton is the relation “which gives the dead a hold over the living through
the mechanism of descent” (ibid., p. 450). This relation encapsulates the
question of inheritance: property, rights, political independence, physical or
mental characteristics. Even though, in some form or another, inheritance
exists everywhere, despite the fact that the things that are inherited may
vary greatly, it is only “in certain circumstances that this transfer process
assumes the form of a genuine debt on the part of the living to the dead, with
the former considering themselves to be indebted to the former with regard
to almost everything that relates to their existence” (ibid.). According to
Descola, the best example of the predominance of this relation can be found
in the ancestor worship observed in Western Africa.

This typology is simultaneously more complete and simpler than that
elaborated by Testart. In his Critique of the Gift, Testart is ultimately only
interested in the question of exchanges and gifts and does not consider pre-
dation and non-reversible relations (production, protection, transmission).
Descola considers potential bonds and relationships that Testart does not
examine. By contrast, Testart is more precise in his examination of the var-
ious types of transfer: not only do transfers of the third type have no place
in Descola’s work, but this latter author also does not linger for long on the
various forms of exchange (including commercial exchanges) However, the
most important point that should be noted is that the distinction between
two major groups of relational schemas is consistent with the distinction,
to which we will subsequently return, between parity relations and pater-
nity relations, one of the possible manifestations of which is illustrated by
the classical distinction between alliance and lineage. It is in this way that
Jean-Pierre Vernant explains that marriage in ancient Greece “is a formalized
transaction between family groups”, “a form of commerce between families”
of which women were an element, but that “it also allows men of a particular
lineage to form a family and so ensure the continued survival of their house”
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(Vernant, 1983, p. 139). Here, it is easy to recognize exchange as a special
form of transfer as described by Descola and Testart. A woman’s role in
marriage “is to seal the alliance between opposing groups. Like a ransom,
she may be the means of bringing a vendetta to an end” (ibid.). And in mar-
riage, we find the demand for a counterpart which characterizes an exchange
and distinguishes it both from a gift and a transfer of the third type. At the
same time, the aim of marriage is to ensure the reproduction of the line. In
ancient Greece, Vernant explains, it was viewed as a production relation:

“the Greeks viewed marriage as a form of plowing the soil
(arotos), the woman symbolizing the furrow (aroura), and the
man the ploughman (arotér). This imagery |[...] is something much
more than a mere literary device. It is in line with the declaration
of the plighting of troths in the stereotypical style made familial
by the comedies. The father, or in his absence the kurios who
is authorized to arrange the daughter’s marriage, pronounces as
the pledge of betrothal (egguné): 'I bestow this girl in order that
plowing should bring forth legitimate children’ — tautén gnésion
paidon ep’ arotd soi didomi” (ibid., p. 140)

Having taken as our starting point the critique of the concept of exchange
in Mauss and Lévi-Strauss, the example we have just presented shows that
the relations that develop within the framework of kinship relations are not
simply kinetic in nature. The Greek concept of marriage, as described by
Vernant, clearly falls within the idea of exchange as a type of transfer, at least
in so far as the alliance it forges is concerned. However, it also shows that
a theory of social forms cannot be restricted to transfers alone. It must also
take account of all the relations that Descola refers to as irreversible relations
between non-equivalent terms: production, protection and transmission rela-
tions which all, ultimately, represent an aspect of lineage (Descola explicitly
refers to this when speaking, for example, of genetic antecedence in produc-
tion which thus refers to the genitality of the gonos as well as of the tokos).

And this observation leads to another: if it is necessary to distinguish
between different relations — we can no longer simply talk of exchange and
still less of gift-exchange or exchange-gift — then we must also raise the ques-
tion of the institution of the agents involved in these relations, all of which
imply the addressing of a recipient and a response, and therefore a potential
interlocutor. When discussing this question, Testart sometimes speaks of
individuals, and sometimes of groups, persons or agents. These terms are
neither trivial nor, in our opinion, equivalent. The aim of the next chapter
will therefore be to specify them in greater detail before examining the way
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in which a person, by implicitly drawing boundaries, formalizes social rela-
tions and gives birth to the diverse and multiple social forms that have been
emphasized by Testart.

27



Chapter 2

Establishing boundaries

To attempt to understand how social forms are instituted by persons is to
adopt a sociological perspective which holds that society does not exist except
insofar as it is constructed by social actors. That is why our sociological
approach might be considered to be a constructivist one.

To a certain extent, we agree with Bruno Latour when he asserts that
society does not exist but that the social is “a movement during a process
of assembling” (Latour, 2005, p. 1). The social, Latour goes on to say, is
“a trail of associations between heterogeneous elements”, and sociology is
“the tracing of associations” (ibid., p. 5). In short, “the first feature of the
social world is this constant tracing of boundaries by people over some other
people” (ibid., p. 28).

It is this final formulation that will serve as our guiding thread through-
out this chapter because what is particular to our approach, the theory of
the person, is that it focuses first and foremost on the boundaries of social
life which social actors draw, knowingly or unknowingly, consciously or un-
consciously, in order to include other actors within them. We could almost
define sociology as the study of these boundaries that social actors establish
for themselves even if they do not know they are doing so. This is what is
lacking in Latour: it is not sufficient to say that the actors draw boundaries.
It is also necessary to account for their ability to draw these boundaries. If
innovations have to be attributed to a founding father, then the sociology of
the person should be traced back to Georg Simmel. This is because Simmel’s
formal sociology can be seen as a sociology of the ability to bind and unbind:

“Only man, as opposed to nature, has the faculty of binding
and unbinding, and in this specific manner: that one is always
the presupposition of the other” (G. Simmel, Bridge and Door,

p. 1).
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It is this ability to “bind” and “unbind” that will form the object of the
present chapter whose main thesis can be formulated as follows. Human be-
ings possess a mental ability, the person, which implicitly draws the bound-
aries of social life. These implicit (but also sometimes explicit) boundaries
identify the actors and bind them together, at least partially, at the same
time as they distinguish between them and separate them from other actors.
Perversions and psychoses, as disorders of the relationship to others, are dis-
orders of this mental ability. And the study of these psychiatric disorders
(as well as the study of some neurological disorders which we shall address
in the next chapter) represents the best way of gaining an understanding
of what the person is. This is the lesson we have learned from Gagnepain:
sociologists who wish to study the boundaries of social life must learn from
the world of perversions and psychoses.

We shall start with a critical examination of the concept of socialization
which, in the “sociology of the social”, the sociology adopted by Durkheim’s
heirs, makes it possible to account for the behavior of actors in terms of
their conditioning by society. This will then enable us to make a distinction
between the concepts of individual, subject and person.

2.1 Socialization

The question of socialization forms part of a sociological tradition which,
from Durkheim onwards, has sought to shed light on the way individuals
are determined by their social environment. Durkheim himself went a very
long way down this road in tending to identify socialization with humaniza-
tion: “deprive man of all that society has given him and he is reduced to
his sensations. He becomes a being more or less indistinct from an animal”
(Durkheim, 1953, p. 55). Among the most highly developed theories of so-
cialization, we can identify Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of habitus. A fourth
declension Latin word, habitus designated not only a person’s way of being,
disposition and social situation or rank, but also an attitude, an exterior,
or an appearance. In Antiquity, this term was used to translate into Latin
the Greek word hezis which designated the act of possessing or possession
(as opposed to ktésis, or acquisition) and played an important role in the
philosophy of Aristotle. In the Middle Ages, habitus was an important con-
cept in the philosophy of Thomas Aquinus. In the field of social and cultural
anthropology, it can be found in the work of Mauss who speaks of habitus
in connection with “the techniques of the body” acquired through “habit”
(Mauss, 1950b, p. 669). With his theory of habitus, Bourdieu, for his part,
makes the claim that he is attempting to go beyond the “scientifically quite
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absurd” opposition between objectivism and subjectivism as well as to es-
cape the positivist alternative which consists in an opposition between the
individual and society !. He defines habitus in a long series of formulations
including the following, which contain the key features of this definition:

“The conditionings associated with a particular class of condi-
tions of existence produce habitus, systems of durable, transpos-
able dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function
as structuring structures, that is, as principles which generate
and organize practices and representations that can be objectively
adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aim-
ing at ends or an express mastery of the operations necessary in
order to attain them. Objectively 'regulated’ and 'regular’ with-
out being in any way the product of obedience to rules, they
can be collectively orchestrated without being the product of the
organizing action of a conductor” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 53).

“The analysis of objective structures — those of different fields
— is inseparable from the analysis of the genesis, within biological
individuals, of the mental structures which are to some extent
the product of the incorporation of social structures; inseparable,
too, from the analysis of the genesis of these social structures
themselves: the social space, and the groups that occupy it, are
the product of historical struggles (in which agents participate
in accordance with their position in the social space and with
the mental structures through which they apprehend this space)”
(Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 14).

“The habitus — embodied history, internalized as a second na-
ture and so forgotten as history — is the active presence of the
whole past of which it is the product. As such, it is what gives
practices their relative autonomy with respect to external deter-
minations of the immediate present” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 56).

Structured structure and structuring structure, embodied history inter-
nalized as nature, these are the vital characteristics of habitus as Bourdieu

1«“The most typical example is the scientifically quite absurd opposition between in-
dividual and society, which the notion of habitus, as social life incorporated, and thus
individuated, is meant to transcend” (Bourdieu, 1990b, p. 31). See also: “This infinite yet
strictly limited generative capacity is difficult to understand only so long as one remains
locked in the usual antinomies — which the concept of habitus aims to transcend — of de-
terminism and freedom, conditioning and creativity, consciousness and the unconscious,
or the individual and society” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 55).
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conceives of it. Confining Bourdieu’s definition of the habitus to these few
characteristics might appear to be an oversimplification. However, by re-
taining, in the definition of habitus, both the concept of structure and that
of embodiment, it seems to be faithful to what Bourdieu himself defined as
the key elements in his work: “a philosophy of science that one could call
relational in that it accords primacy to relations” (or to structures), as well
as “a philosophy of action designated at times as dispositional which notes
the potentialities inscribed in the body of agents and in the structure of the
situations where they act or, more precisely, in the relations between them”
(Bourdieu, 1998, p. vii).
However, this definition of habitus raises three questions:

1. If socialization is a process of internalization, then what is the “interior”
in which this takes place? If the habitus, as a product of socialization,
is embodied history then what “body” does it refer to? If internaliza-
tion and embodiment are to occur then there must be something that
creates an interior and a body. In order to embody, in the same way as
“to introject and project, that is to say expel outside of oneself, some
form of delimitation must have taken place on the basis of which the
separation between the internal and the external, the inside and the
outside, becomes possible” (Quentel, 1993, p. 237). Therefore, even
after the hypothesis of the habitus has been accepted, the scope of the
problem is in no way reduced: how does the embodiment in question
take place?

2. How should we account for the structure itself? According to Bourdieu,
habitus is a “structured structure” because it results from the embod-
iment of a social structure which is itself the product of habitus which
functions, in turn, as a “structuring structure”. A structuring structure
because it is a structured structure and a structured structure because
it is a structuring structure, the only way that the concept of habi-
tus seems to be able to account for structuring appears to be through
tautology. In Bourdieu, structuring is always “already there”, the re-
sult of some mysterious “big bang”. How can we find another way of
accounting for it?

3. Does everything happen during childhood? The transformation that
occurs during puberty, which is of considerable importance for an in-
dividual’s access to sociality, did not particularly interest Bourdieu
for whom the habitus resulted from the embodiment of social struc-
ture from childhood onwards? without being marked by any particular

2¢Everything takes place as if the habitus forged coherence and necessity out of accident
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stage occurring around puberty. The theory of mediation, by contrast,
owes all the importance that can be attributed to it to the question of
this pubertal retardation.

It is these three questions that we shall now attempt to answer. First of
all, however, we must emphasize the need not to confuse individual, subject
and person.

2.2 From individual to person

2.2.1 Individual, subject, person

While psychoanalysts have acquired the habit of talking about subjects, soci-
ologists currently refer to “the individual” as if the concept were self-evident.
Thus, for example, the Dictionnaire critique de sociologie, written by two so-
ciologists responsible for promoting methodological individualism in France,
does not contain any entry for “individual”. There is admittedly an entry
for “individualism” which, however, refers from the outset to the “individ-
ual” without making any effort to define this term. All that is said is that in
modern industrial societies, “the individual is considered to be a fundamental
unit of reference, both for himself and for society” (Boudon and Bourricaud,
2004). Here, we intend to follow the lead given by Jean Gagnepain in re-
fusing this type of evidence of the individual and distinguish between three
levels in what constitutes the human condition:

1. the biological individual (the biological body, its anatomy and physi-
ology, as “substructure” or “substratum”),

2. the socializable and socialized subject who internalizes or “embodies”
what it encounters in the social environment,

3. the autonomous person, capable of constructing his own history in
which he is both author and actor.

and contingency; as if it managed to unify the effects of the social necessity undergone
from childhood, through the material conditions of existence, the primary relational expe-
riences and the practice of structured actions, objects, spaces and times, and the effects of
biological necessity, whether the influence of hormone balances or the weight of the visible
characteristics of physique” (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 79). See also: “the anticipations of the
habitus, practical hypotheses based on past experience, give disproportionate weight to
early experiences” (ibid., p. 54).
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The individual

We can re-use, word-for-word, the definition of the individual given by neu-
ropsychologist Pierre Karli as a “living entity, clearly delimited in space from
its environment and insulated by a cutaneous envelope from this environ-
ment”, including when he says that “this entity is not entirely self-enclosed:
in fact the complete opposite is true since its autonomous functioning re-
quires the unceasing exchange of material, energy and information with the
environment” (Karli, 1995, p. 21). Indeed, this biological definition of the
individual largely corresponds to that given by Gagnepain who sees it as a
living being whose constituent elements cannot be separated beyond a certain
level without killing it. The individual is therefore considered in opposition
to the mineral and this definition applies to the entire set of living things,
both vegetable and animal, from single-cell organisms through to humans.

Within this set, so-called “eukaryotic” plants and animals are character-
ized by a sexual mode of reproduction: two individuals of different sexes, or
sometimes only two cells of different types, must meet in order to give birth
to a new individual. Sexual reproduction gives rise to a sort of biological
series of individuals in which each individual represents a specimen of the
set that constitutes the species. If we consider only a single segment in this
series linking any two male and female individuals to their male or female
progeny then it is possible to distinguish between sezuality, on the one hand,
and genitality, on the other 3.

Sexuality designates the difference and complementarity between two in-
dividuals, a male and a female, whose being is fully characterized, beyond
their simple capability of contributing to procreation, by the sex to which
they belong (plumage and song in birds, voice and so-called “secondary”
sexual characteristics in humans, etc.).

Genitality, on the other hand, designates a “bringing into the world”
(parturition), together with all the care for the offspring required during
the period of extra-uterine maturation, which differs in length depending on
species, and which separates birth from maturity. It can therefore be seen
that sexuality, which makes two individuals functionally complementary, also
subjugates them (albeit in different ways depending on the species) to a child
which, at the biological level, represents their future as a species.

3Freud, like Gagnepain, distinguished between a sexual function and a genital function.
However, he tended to think in terms of stages with the child’s pregenital life coming to
be organized at puberty under the primacy of genital zones (Freud, 1920a). According
to Gagnepain, by contrast, sexuality and genitality — sexuation and generation — are
complementary but parallel natural functions. For a further discussion of this point, see
Quentel (2001).
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The subject

As living beings, humans are, of course, individuals who propagate through
sexual reproduction. However, they are more than just that. They are unified
subjects who are capable of embodying, in a sort of “memory”, the input
they receive from their environment. As we saw above, Bourdieu defined
precisely this habitus, which is a product of socialization, as an embodied
history internalized within the individual’s own nature. However, we still
need to explain what it is that makes this embodiment possible. It should
be noted that Bourdieu himself suggested one possible mode of explanation
when he wrote:

“to speak of dispositions is simply to take note of a natural
predisposition of human bodies, the only one [..] that a rigorous
anthropology is entitled to assume, a conditionability in the sense
of a natural capacity to acquire non-natural, arbitrary capacities.
To deny the existence of acquired dispositions, in the case of
living beings, is to deny the existence of learning in the sense
of a selective, durable transformation of the body through the
reinforcement or weakening of synaptic connections” (Bourdieu,
2000, p. 136 — our emphases).

Indeed, it is now clear that even if the development of the brain is con-
trolled by genes, not everything about its development is genetic. After birth,
the network of synaptic connections continues to develop under the influence
of external factors (Jeannerod, 2002). The theory of synaptic efficacy, which
goes back to the 1940s, tells us that the efficiency of synapses in frequently
used circuits increases while that of infrequently used synapses diminishes.
This theory of synaptic efficacy accounts for learning and memory.

However, it is not enough to speak in terms of the conditionability or
epigenesis of synapses in response to environmental influences. Once again,
it is necessary to explain what it is that gives the body its unity. This is
what Jean Gagnepain attempted to do by hypothesizing the existence of an
embodiment, or somasic, function “which, by giving him natural boundaries,
confers upon the biological individual the autonomy of a subject” (Gagne-
pain, 1991, p. 24).

This concept of embodiment is not unrelated to what Lacan identified as
of 1936 as a “mirror stage” starting from which a process of identification
becomes established (in the “imaginary mode” of relating to the world)*.

4“What we have here is a first capture by the image in which the first moment of the
dialectic of identifications is sketched out” (Lacan, “Aggressiveness in Psychoanalysis”,
1948, in Ecrits, 2006, p. 91).
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However, both Lacan and his followers are open to criticism for the overly
exclusive emphasis they place on the image of the body which, like the “sig-
nifier”; relates always to representation (perception and meaning). In effect,
a clinical approach makes it necessary to distinguish between infantile psy-
choses and the congenital or acquired agnosias and aphasias in which, and
only in which, perception and meaning as such are impaired. What is more,
this criticism has much in common with Bourdieu’s criticism of social psy-
chology which he reproaches for situating the “dialectic of incorporation” at
the level of representations (Bourdieu, 1990a, p. 72).

However, whereas Bourdieu did not clearly explain what it is that under-
pins this “dialectic of incorporation”, the idea of a somasic (or embodiment)
function makes it possible to specify what it is that conditions the emergence
of the habitus which is defined precisely, and correctly, as embodied history.
Because it lends the subject a certain permanence beyond the situations in
which the individual is placed, access to the soma thus permits a certain
decentering in time as well as in space.

“The world is comprehensible, immediately endowed with mean-
ing, because the body, which, thanks to its senses and its brain,
has the capacity to be present to what is outside itself, in the
world, and to be impressed and durably modified by it, has been
protractedly (from the beginning) exposed to its regularities”
(Bourdieu, 2000, p. 135).

Does not the entire problem of asomasia lie in the disappearance of the
“world” in the absence of a “body”, in the inability therefore “to be present
outside of oneself” because of the failure to create a boundary for the “body”,
which alone defines a “self” correlative with the “outside” world at the same
time as it permits the “embodiment of the structures of the “world” which,
in turn, defines the habitus as a “system of dispositions”? This is indeed
what we shall attempt to demonstrate in chapter three on the basis of a
comparison, taken from Attie Duval, of two patients with cerebral lesions:

RG and FM.

Person

The autonomy of the actor Human beings are not just socialized sub-
jects whose personality is formed under the influence of the social environ-
ment. They are also the actors and authors of their own stories. The ma-
jority of contemporary sociologists correctly emphasize this concept of actor.
In this case, to speak of human beings as social actors is to emphasize their
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autonomy. Human beings, let us say it again, are autonomous. This idea
of autonomy lies, for example, at the heart of the sociology propounded by
Michel Crozier and Erhard Friedberg who start from three postulates:

1. Human beings never agree to being treated as means in the service
of the ends which organizers define for their organizations. In other
words, they never agree to being instrumentalized. Each of them has
their own objectives and their own aims.

2. All the actors in an organization retain the possibility to act autono-
mously and make greater or lesser use of this possibility. These separate
autonomies come together in the struggle for power, with the central
power attempting to control the autonomy of the actors who, in turn,
attempt to escape this power.

3. Although the strategies used in these power struggles are always ra-
tional, their rationality is limited. Rationality, here, means that the
actors attempt to satisfy their interests as best they can.

However, these postulates are more than just postulates, that is to say
propositions that have to be accepted as true without demonstration. They
derive their meaning from Crozier’s philosophical perspective which is fur-
ther bolstered by his political commitment. These postulates could possibly
be presented as empirical observations (Friedberg, 1997, p. 25) although this
would not fundamentally change anything: nothing is demonstrated. If we
believe that these postulates were legitimate at the time they were formu-
lated, it is no less legitimate today to wish to go further and demonstrate their
validity, transform them into hypotheses and theoretical proposals, even if
this means that we have to reformulate and specify in greater detail a certain
number of concepts.

The autonomy of the actor, as understood by Crozier and Friedberg, is
directly linked to the fact that social reality is structured, to use Bourdieu’s
term, that is to say that it is perceived as a world of “differences”, of “gaps”,
of “distinctive features” whose properties are “relational propert[ies| existing
only in and through [their] relation with other properties” (Bourdieu, 1998,
p. 6). However, here again we most go beyond the aporia of Bourdieu which
leads us from structured structures to structuring structures based on the
assumption that structure is always “already there”. To go beyond this aporia
and account for the structured, differential character of social reality, it is
necessary to hypothesize that there is such a thing as an ability to structure.
This is exactly what the theory of mediation does with its concept of the
person.
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For, once again, if the habitus is a “structuring structure” because it is
a “structured structure” as the product of the embodiment of “social struc-
tures” then how can we explain, except in terms of an infinite regression,
the “arbitrary” nature of these “structures”?” Bourdieu correctly stresses the
“disproportionate weight of early experiences” in the formation of the habi-
tus. However, the fact that the child is, from the outset, situated within
social history and social customs (which he internalizes to form his habitus)
does not allow us, other than through this infinite regression, to account for
the structural nature of social reality which is defined on the basis of relations
and not of “essences” or “substances”.

But something happens around puberty that makes it easier to identify
the source of the structural or relational character of the social world. It is
not for nothing that Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, who drew consid-
erable inspiration from George Herbert Mead, considered it to be of value to
distinguish between a primary socialization (in childhood) and a secondary
socialization:

“Primary socialization is the first socialization an individual
undergoes in childhood, through which he becomes a member of
society. Secondary socialization is any subsequent process that
inducts an already socialized individual into new sectors of the ob-
jective world of his society” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 130).

Berger and Luckmann plad great emphasis on the imposed nature of pri-
mary socialization: “Every individual is born into an objective social struc-
ture within which he encounters the significant others who are in charge of his
socialization. These significant others are imposed upon him” (ibid., p. 131).
They “filter” the social world for the child. The child is therefore impreg-
nated not only by the role and attitudes of others but also by their world. Of
course, Berger and Luckmann also spoke of a progressive abstraction which
makes it possible to go from “Mummy is angry with me now” to “Mummy is
angry with me whenever I spill the soup” (ibid., p. 132). It is this abstraction
of roles and attitudes that Berger and Luckmann, following on from Mead,
referred to as the “generalized other”. However, they also insisted on the fact
that “in primary socialization there is no problem of identification. There
is no choice of significant others. Society presents the candidate for social-
ization with a predefined set of significant others, whom he must accept as
such with no possibility of opting for another arrangement” (ibid., p. 134).
This suggests that what characterizes secondary socialization is not just a
“progressive abstraction”, but also the fact that there can be “problems of
identification” and a “choice of significant others”. Let us quote Berger and
Luckmann again:
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“The child does not internalize the world of his significant
others as one of many possible worlds. He internalizes it as the
world, the only existent and only conceivable world, the world
tout court (in French). It is for this reason that the world inter-
nalized in primary socialization is so much more firmly entrenched
in consciousness than worlds internalized in secondary socializa-
tions. However much the original sense of inevitability may be
weakened in subsequent disenchantments, the recollection of a
never-to-be-repeated certainty — the certainty of the first dawn of
reality — still adheres to the first world of childhood. Primary so-
cialization thus accomplishes what (in hindsight, of course) may
be seen as the most important confidence trick that society plays
on the individual — to make appear as necessity what is in fact
a bundle of contingencies, and thus to make meaningful the acci-
dent of his birth” (ibid., p. 134-135).

This allowed them to conclude that “the world of childhood is massively
and indubitably real” (ibid., p. 136). This is precisely what distinguishes
the world of the child from the world of the adolescent. Viewed from this
perspective, secondary socialization cannot be simply defined, as Berger and
Luckmann did, in terms of a confrontation of institutionalized “subworlds”
(ibid., p. 138) associated with the division of labor. It is a confrontation
with the arbitrariness of the law and social customs. We must now turn
to the psychoanalysts who have examined the question of the retardation of
puberty and its consequences.

The retardation of puberty From 1895 onwards, Freud was to stress
the importance of the “retardation” of puberty in order to explain that, in
hysteria,

“we have an instance of a memory exciting an affect which it
had not excited as an experience, because in the meantime the
changes produced by puberty had made possible a new under-
standing of what was remembered. Now this case is typical of
repression in hysteria. We invariably find that a memory is re-
pressed which has only become a trauma after the event. The
reason for this state of things is the retardation of puberty as

compared with the remainder of the individual’s development”
(Freud, 1895, p. 413).

Later, Freud was to note that the period of puberty is that as of which
“the human individual must devote himself to the great task of freeing himself
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from his parents, and only after he has freed himself can he cease to be a
child, and become a member of the social community” (Freud, 1920b).

However, in 1937, his daughter, Anna Freud observed with regret that
“psychoanalysis has hitherto shown remarkably little inclination to concen-
trate on the psychological problems of puberty” (Freud, 1937, p. 139). She
contrasted this “negligence” to the fact that

“for a long time now the psychic phenomena which signal-
ize the advent of sexual maturity have been the subject of psy-
chological study. In nonanalytic writings we find many striking
descriptions of the changes which take place in character during
these years, of the disturbances in the psychic equilibrium, and,
above all, of the incomprehensible and irreconciliable contradic-
tions then apparent in the psychic life. Adolescents are exces-
sively egoistic, regarding themselves as the center of the universe
and the sole object of interest, and yet at no time in later life are
they capable of so much self-sacrifice and devotion. They form the
most passionate love relations, only to break them off as abruptly
as they began them. On the one hand, they throw themselves en-
thusiastically into the life of the community and, on the other,
they have an overpowering longing for solitude. They oscillate
between blind submission to some self-chosen leader and defiant
rebellion against any and every authority” (ibid., p. 137-138).

Before devoting two chapters of her book to the study of the phenomena
involved in puberty, Anna Freud went some way to justifying the “negli-
gence” of psychoanalysts in this regard by stating that psychoanalysis “does
not share the view that the sexual life of human beings begins at puberty.
[..] Owing to the fact that physical sexual maturity is attained at puberty,
genitality occupies the foreground at this period and the genital trends pre-
dominate over the pregenital component instincts” (ibid., p. 139-140).

In the model proposed by Anna Freud, all the psychic instances (id, ego
and superego) are already present before puberty. The task faced in pu-
berty, then — during which Anna Freud distinguished between two periods
— lies not in establishing a new instance, but solely in the reshaping, the
maintenance or the restoration of the relations that have become established
between the ego, the id and the superego during the latency period. In ef-
fect, in this model, these relations are disturbed during puberty by the great
increase in the quantity of libido that accompanies the changes that occur
in the body. The period of puberty is identified solely in terms of a growth
in libido (quantitative change) which initially (prepubertal period) “cathects
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indiscriminately any id impulses which are at hand” (¢bid., p. 146) before be-
coming organized under the primacy of genital impulses (qualitative change)
as the genital organs mature (pubertal phase proper). Interested in puberty
as a period of growth of libido which constitutes an excellent opportunity to
study the ego and its defense mechanisms that are “triggered by the fear of
excessively powerful impulses”, Anna Freud did not define this period other
than in purely biological terms (growth of libido associated with anatomical
and physiological maturation). In this, she followed her father for whom
puberty was above all characterized by “its floods of excitation” channeled
through the dispositions acquired during childhood ®.

It was on the basis of a comment made by Freud that Lucien Israél was,
in his turn, to point out what the pubertal phase could represent for psy-
choanalysis: not, in this case, in that it permits the study of the ego but
instead due to its vital role “in the formation of the symbolic domain” (Is-
raél, 1994). Israél points out that in his study of the psychogenesis of a
case of feminine homosexuality, Freud considered it necessary to accord con-
siderable importance to the fact that the young woman in question “befand
sich in der Phase der Pubertitsauffrischung des infantilen Odipuskomplezes
— was in the phase of the pubertal regeneration of the infantile Oedipus
complex — when disenchantment struck her”. Considering the translation of
Auffrischung by “regeneration” (régénération in French) to be insufficiently
precise, Israél preferred to speak of “awakening” (réveil) or, even better in
his eyes, “reworking” or “remodeling” (remaniement), before finally coming
to ask himself what this “pubertal remodeling” might be. I believe that it is
necessary to quote him at length here since his argumentation shows that he
clearly understood the importance of the changes that occur during puberty:

“We too often neglect, he continues, the vital role of the pu-
bertal phase in the formation of the symbolic domain. Because
if analysis had to make do with memories executed — executed,
here, in the sense of executioner — by infantile amnesia, analysts
would do little more than vie with one another to project their
fantasies into the void left by this amnesia. In fact, however, it is
not the barrier of infantile amnesia that determines the material
available for analysis, it is puberty. It is at puberty that the en-
tire prepubertal past changes sign or, to put it another way, that

®See, for instance, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood (1910): “When
the excitations of puberty came in their flood upon the boy they did not, however, make
him ill by forcing him to develop substitutive structures of a costly and harmful kind.
Owing to his very early inclination towards sexual curiosity the greater portion of the

needs of his sexual instinct could be sublimated into a general urge to know, and thus
evaded repression” (Freud, 1964/1910, p. 94 — translated by Alan Tyson).
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everything that is going to constitute the real world is formed.
This real world, which it is clearly difficult to represent to oneself
as a small child, becomes susceptible to conceptualization as of
puberty because the subject’s very language up to puberty, this
language taught by adults, is a postpubertal language. It is at
puberty that the child discovers the true measure and uses of this
language in which he has hitherto been immersed. At the same
time, everything that used to work with the same terminology,
the same words, metamorphoses into a mythical past, a mythical
world. All the Oedipus myths are, in fact, myths that can not
only be found through a difficult, laborious process of reconstruc-
tion in early childhood but also throughout the entire prepubertal
phase, during this notorious latency period. Language changes,
even if the terms used stay the same. They no longer have the
same significance, they no longer designate or mean the same
thing. As of the moment when these terms are marked by the
seal of puberty, the subject takes leave of the world of childhood
objects and takes leave also, or attempts to do so, of a language
that was no longer a childhood language but simply the language
of prepuberty or non-puberty. These changes in spoken language
or written language at the time of puberty are something that
can be observed at the clinical level. How many girls or boys
suddenly decide, when puberty arrives, to change their handwrit-
ing, to choose, from the set of first names with which they were
cloaked at birth, one that is different from that used hitherto?
All this characterizes the change in the order of language at both
the formal and idiosyncratic levels. The old world, that of pre-
puberty, becomes a store of objects a which is manifested not in
the search for or collection of these objects, something which it
is difficult to do, but in the search for old things — whether these
take the form of antiques or fossils, it matters little whether the
past in question goes back two centuries or two million years — in
order to grasp what has disappeared, what has become real, or
in other words, what has been lost” (Israél, 1994, p. 99-100).

What is meant by “the seal of puberty”? What is Israél designating in

these terms? Is it merely a question, as in Anna Freud, of an increase in
libido and its organization under the primacy of the genital function (or, to
put it more clearly, in the service of reproduction) which take place within the
framework of the anatomical and physiological changes that affect the body
or is something else going on here? Everything in the formulation used by
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Israél suggests that we should unhesitatingly choose this second alternative
and consider that the interest of the pubertal phase for psychoanalysis results
from the vital role it plays in the formation of the symbolic domain, that the
“seal of puberty” should be defined as constitutive of the real, that is to say
of something lost, that the period of puberty should be defined more fully as
the period in which the question of the real and of Spaltung (defined, as usual
with Lacanians, as an effect of language) is rightfully situated, that puberty
should be defined as the time when the child makes his own a language in
which he was previously immersed, appropriates for himself a name in which
he was previously cloaked...

Something very important that theory of mediation attributes to what
happens at puberty — which, far from being limited to morphological and
physiological changes, is also and, most certainly from a sociological per-
spective, the period of access to the person — can very clearly be seen in
Israél’s writings: a radical break as of which childhood appears as a “pro-
tohistory” (Gagnepain, 1991, p. 32). The “seal of puberty” to which Israél
refers is not yet, however, what the theory of mediation defines as “access
to the person”, not least because of the logocentrism inevitably found in a
follower of Lacan.

For the theory of mediation, the person is a capacity for analysis to which
human beings accede at around puberty and through which they “acculture”
both their sexuality and genitality — understood respectively as the relation
between the members of the specie on the basis of the difference and com-
plementarity between the sexes (sexuality) and the parturition and care of
offspring by adults (genitality). As an ability to trace boundaries that are
both differential and segmental, the person introduces a radical break with
the “being-in-the-world” that is characteristic of childhood. The environment
of the adult, who has developed into this person and therefore entered a state
of radical excentration, is no longer that of the child who was in history as if
by proxy, supported by his significant others (Mead, 1934). What is more, in
many civilizations, this break is formalized in the well-known rites of passage
which have been an object of considerable attention for ethnologists from
van Gennep onwards. It brutally exposes the adolescent to the arbitrariness
of law and social customs, the principle of which he has now acceded to and
which he must now assume and come to terms with.

To access the “person” is therefore to cease living in a story created
by others and instead to become the actor of one’s own story, to accede
to historicity, defined as the ability to produce history and sociality. That
having been said, this accession to the person does not efface what has been
inherited from primary socialization. Childhood, and with it all the embodied
history that constitutes the habitus, is not cancelled out but instead persists
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in everyone as a dimension, or phase, in an emerging dialectic of divergence
and convergence. As such, it now has to be assumed. Access to the person,
in effect, does not imply a renunciation of the “original social being”. On the
contrary, it implies that this “original social being” now has to be assumed
in the “aspiration for a social identity” that appears in adolescence. And as
we all know, this is not always without its difficulties...

To become a person, it is not sufficient to be caught up in a game of
social or interlocutory relations. It is also necessary to be able to master this
game. This, again, represents the full importance of puberty. The child, as
Berger and Luckmann understood, is caught up in relations with significant
or generalized others whom he has not himself chosen: “Since the child has no
choice in the selection of his significant others, his identification with them is
quasi-automatic. For the same reason, his internalization of their particular
reality is quasi-inevitable” (Berger and Luckmann, 1966, p. 134). Moreover,
the question does not relate solely to this issue of choice. It also involves
an absence of conflictuality in a self-evident world with self-evident social
customs. Let us recall here a quotation from Berger and Luckmann that we
have already cited above: “The child does not internalize the world of his
significant others as one of many possible worlds. He internalizes it as the
world, the only existent and only conceivable world, the world tout court”
(ibid.). The adolescent, by contrast, discovers the arbitrariness of law and
social customs with which he may enter into conflict. He is not simply caught
up in relations. Through his more or less marked behavior of opposition or
emancipation, he shows that he now intends to master these relations.

But what are these? In stating above that the person “accultures” his or
her sexuality and genitality, we have already indicated one possible answer.
In effect, Jean Gagnepain distinguishes between two “faces” (or “sides”) of
the social bond: the acculturation of sexuality defines alliances (Jean Gagne-
pain speaks here of class or nezus®) whereas the acculturation of genitality
defines competences (which Gagnepain refers to as craft or munus?). In the
next section of this chapter, we will describe what is at stake here. For the
moment, let us simply say that we consider this distinction between the two
“faces” of the social bond to be consistent with the distinction that Philippe
Descola makes in his search for a typology of attachments or schemes of re-
lation: reversible relations between equivalent terms, on the one hand, and
non-reversible, hierarchical relations between non-substitutable terms on the
other (see chapter 1 above). This is why we are critical of Latour’s excessively

6 Nezus in Latin means knot and designates a tie as well as a constraint or obligation.

"Munus in Latin designates a duty, encumbrance, office, a service rendered as well as
a gift or present. In this latter sense, it came to designate the games “given” by euergetes
or benefactors of the Hellenic and Roman worlds.
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general use of the concept of attachment. Latour is right to think that during
the tracing of the boundaries of social life, in the processes of association,
grouping or assembly, one of the questions is to know who counts. But it is
not the only question. To trace the boundaries of social life is also to define
who is responsible for whom or what. The question is even more complex.
These two questions (“Who counts?” and “Who is responsible?”) can both
be split into two further questions: who counts is simultaneously who is dis-
tinguished from whom and who goes together with whom (“Who are we?”
and “How many of us are there?”), whereas who is responsible is both who
cares for such and such a field and what is the scope of his responsibility.

These formulations are undoubtedly somewhat abstract and we must
specify them in greater detail. First of all, however, let us briefly consider the
two concepts of identity and otherness. If I say: “Give me another plate”,
what is it that I mean? Do I want a different plate (a flat one instead of a
bowl-shaped one, for example) or an additional plate (a second flat plate)?
Similarly, if T say: “We have the same car” am I referring to an identical
car (of the same make, model, color, etc.) or one and the same car (which
we own jointly)? Although, in most cases, the context makes it possible to
decide, English is not very clear in this regard (whereas Latin distinguishes
between a different other, alius, and an additional other, alter). In effect, it
seems appropriate to distinguish between two different logics:

« a logic of identities and differences, of similarities and dissimilarities
(qualitative logic or “OR-ing” which makes it possible to define the
difference between social identities: young or old, rich or poor, white
or black, etc.);

o a logic of units and supplements, of independences and dependences
(quantitative logic or “AND-ing” which makes it possible to define
social units by separating them: a taxpayer and another taxpayer, a
household and another household, one group and a second group, etc.).

On this basis, we now need to show that to master social relations is to
be able to trace both differential boundaries, which define social identities,
and quantitative or segmental boundaries, which define social units, whether
this is on the “face” (or “side”) of belonging (or alliances), or on that of
competences (or responsibilities).

As actors, each of us traces this type of differential (qualitative) and seg-
mental (quantitative) boundary of belonging and competences. In short, we
are permanently classifying and being classified. Table 2.1 summarizes these
different types of classification (here, instance refers to the implicit subdi-
viding performed by each one of us without us ever realizing it; performance
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refers to the way in which we make use of these subdivisions in real-life
situations as part of our relations with others).

Instance Performance
Belonging difference status state
segmentation position partner
Competence difference function charge®
segmentation role scene’

Table 2.1: Boundaries of belonging and competence

Being a person and not simply being caught up in social relations (with
the risk of drifting off course) is to implicitly draw together all these bound-
aries which structure relations. Jean Gagnepain thus defines “person” as a
mental ability to structure or analyze social relations. The central hypothesis
of the theory of the person is that a human’s relations with other humans,
like his relations with things, operates through “an implicit organization, a
construction, of which we are completely unaware” (Quentel, 1999, p. 119).

Following Georg Simmel, the theory of the person therefore hypothesizes
a social “form” based not on the antagonism between the singular and the
collective but on the dialectic relations between a process of divergence (in-
stance) and of convergence (performance). Jean Gagnepain speaks of an
ethnico-political dialectic, where ethnic designates the implicit process of di-
vergence and draws the boundaries, and political designates the deployment
of these boundaries in specific situations. The contrast between schizophre-
nia and paranoia, to which we shall return, provides a good illustration of
this dialectic. In effect, it can be said that schizophrenia fixes, or reifies,
this tendency toward divergence and singularity, whereas people with para-
noia, because they do not themselves draw any competence-related bound-
aries, cannot follow any path other than that of pathological convergence.
In both cases, what these psychoses allow us to study is the reservation
for oneself of an area of competence. Where schizophrenics hypertrophize
the tendency to separation, social division, singularity, those suffering from
paranoia have lost the principle of this separation, this social division, this
singularity. Schizophrenics constantly create an autonomy for themselves.
They can do nothing other than give themselves a sphere of competence that
is completely separate and that no-one can contest. If, by chance, this sphere
seems to coincide with the role attributed to them and recognized as such

8In the sense of “A task or duty laid upon one; commission, trust, responsibility; an
office entrusted to one” (Oxford English Dictionary).
9In the sense of each occasion (or circumstance) in which an actor’s role is accomplished.
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by others (such as the role of king in the case of Ludwig II of Bavaria), they
show off the “formal” aspects of this role. In paranoia, by contrast, it is not
possible for sufferers to set an area of competence or specialization for them-
selves. There is no longer anything to show them where their responsibilities
start and end. They therefore have a tendency either to want to control
everything or to abdicate all responsibility. Unable to limit the exercise of
power themselves, all they can do is encourage those around them to remind
them of its boundaries. Any delegation, since it is not understood as such,
becomes transformed into an abusive seizure of power.

This is one of the main characteristics of the theory of the person, its
great innovation compared to the entire foregoing sociological tradition. It is
not content to postulate the autonomy of social actors. It goes further and
claims that this autonomy is linked to a specific mental capability, which it
refers to as “person” and which has now become one of the objects studied
by sociology. We believe that sociology can no longer be content to describe
the different performances of social actors. It must also account for what
makes human beings into social actors. To do this, it is necessary to adopt
a pathoanalytical approach within the framework of clinical anthropology.

2.2.2 A pathoanalytical approach

When we speak of a pathoanalytical approach (a term borrowed from the
psychiatrist Léopold Szondi), we are referring to an approach that uses ill-
nesses — in our case, certain neurological and psychiatric disorders — to reveal
normal organization. In other words, pathoanalysis is an analysis of normal
functioning conducted in the light of a pathology whose impaired connections
reveal the existence of connections that are normally hidden. This approach
is absolutely central to the theory of mediation, to such an extent that it
is almost possible to equate theory of mediation and the pathoanalytical
approach (under the name “clinical anthropology”). It constitutes a contin-
uation of the Freudian approach which Freud illustrated using the metaphor
of the broken crystal:

“Where it points to a breach or a rent, there may normally
be an articulation present. If we throw a crystal to the floor,
it breaks; but not into haphazard pieces. It comes apart along
its lines of cleavage into fragments whose boundaries, though
they were invisible, were predetermined by the crystal’s struc-
ture. Mental patients are split and broken structures of this same
kind” (Freud, lecture XXXI, 1965/1933).
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And Pierre Karli says much the same thing when he presents the method-
ology of “cognitive neuropsychology” as follows:

“The architecture of a system is inferred from the destruc-
turation, or fragmentation, caused by a brain lesion: within a
complex cognitive function, specific dissociations arise between
operations that are more or less profoundly impaired and oth-
ers which are completely preserved. Based on the observation
of these dissociations of a pathological origin, it is possible to
develop a model of the architecture of cognitive functioning in
normal human subjects. [..] In cognitive neuropsychology, brain
lesions therefore primarily serve to reveal — by separating them
from one another — the existence of processing operations that are
relatively independent of one another in normal subjects” (Karli,
1995, p. 247-248).

It is this pathoanalytical approach — in which the brain lesion dissociates,
and thereby reveals, “the relatively independent processing operations” — that
enabled Gagnepain to deconstruct reason in an operation that he termed the
deconstruction of the “planes” of mediation. In effect, clinical observation
shows that, far from limiting itself to the logos alone, reason is plural. It is
diffracted across multiple “planes of rationality”. It is, for example, possible
to lose language (aphasia) without losing technical reason (atechnia) and
vice versa. And clinical neurology has also revealed the existence of brain-
damaged patients who seem to have lost all autonomy even though they are
neither aphasic, nor atechnic, nor affected by any type of motor disorder.
Such patients appear to disprove the postulate of autonomy. Everything
therefore seems to suggest that autonomy can be cerebrally conditioned.
Normal human beings — who do not suffer from certain frontal lesions — will
never, as Crozier says, agree to be instrumentalized; they always possess a
certain measure of autonomy. Some brain-damaged patients, however, lose
this autonomy. In the most spectacular cases, this gives rise to the behavior
described by Lhermitte as imitation or usage behavior (Lhermitte et al., 1986;
Lhermitte, 1986). We shall return to these in the third chapter of this book.
However, in our opinion, this brief reference to these disorders is already
sufficient to show that it is now possible not only to postulate the autonomy
of the actor, which Crozier refers to, but also to identify “functional modules”
(to use the terminology of the neurologists) which underpin this autonomy
in human beings.

At this point, the reader might object that a sociologist who studies any
specific type of organization, as Crozier or Goffman understand the term,
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does not need any such demonstration. Ultimately, it matters little to such
a sociologist whether or not the brain functioning underlying this autonomy
can be demonstrated or whether it simply remains a postulate. If he adopts
an organizational approach then Crozier’s postulates, complemented by the
concepts of uncertainty, power and concrete action system, are sufficient.
We are perfectly willing to accept this objection. Under normal conditions,
and apart from certain brain lesion cases, it may indeed be sufficient to
postulate or note the autonomy of the actor. We, however, continue to
claim that contemporary sociology can no longer turn its back on the very
real possibility now available to it to give a scientific answer to the question
of what it is that underpins autonomy in human beings. This is because
providing a scientific account for this underpinning is also to account for
a specific modality of reason — a mental faculty — through which humans
structure or “inform” their relations with others, whether on the “face” of
alliance relations or power relations.

We are now going to examine these different relations from a psychiatric
point of view (clinical neurology will be addressed in the next chapter).

2.3 Alliance and social classifications

In the last chapter, we have already discussed Lévi-Strauss’s claim that “the
prohibition of incest is where nature transcends itself” (Lévi-Strauss, 1969,
p. 25), “less a rule prohibiting marriage with the mother, sister or daughter,
than a rule obliging the mother, sister or daughter to be given to others. It
is the supreme rule of gift” (ibid., p. 481). Lévi-Strauss, as we have seen,
placed particular emphasis on the concept of exchange, at a level at which
it tends to be reduced to circulation (ibid., p. 479), that is to say to what
Testart calls kinetic exchange (Testart, 2007).

Despite the fact that he constantly finds it necessary to speak of en-
dogamy, exogamy, group, clan, families, moieties, sections or subsections,
Lévi-Strauss accords only a very secondary importance to the way these dif-
ferent segments are instituted and combined. For this, he is criticized by
Iréene Théry who reminds us that Mauss, in contrast, paid great attention
to the various principles of division which are combined within traditional
societies: division by age, division by generation, division by sex, and divi-
sion by clan. This is, furthermore, one of the points on which Mauss differs
from his uncle Durkheim: the idea of small, undifferentiated societies (with
a “mechanical” form of solidarity) does not stand up to scrutiny; all human
societies, however simple and primitive they may appear, are segmented and
even segmented at a number of different levels (Mauss, 1971). It is clearly not
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possible to consider the “elementary structures of kinship” without taking ac-
count of this segmentation within societies: it is omnipresent in Lévi-Strauss,
for example in his discussion of the Australian systems, in that of the Chinese
system or the Indian system. However, the emphasis placed by Lévi-Strauss
on exchange leads him to address segmentation as a secondary phenomenon.
The crucial chapter devoted to cross-cousin marriage seems to us to be of
significance in this respect. Lévi-Strauss starts by recalling “the exceptional
importance” of this type of marriage for anthropology. This passage deserves
to be quoted in full:

“The exceptional importance of cross-cousin marriage, as we
see it, does not derive merely from its unique position at the very
hub of matrimonial institutions. Its importance is no longer lim-
ited to its role as the 'pivot’ between the incest prohibition and
dual organization. The interest of cross-cousin marriage lies es-
pecially in