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This second volume cannot be understood on its own. It follows volume 1 (An Epistemological History of Social Anthropology), as a drastic cure follows a deadly diagnosis. In volume 1, I explained how these two volumes came out of a book I published in French in 1991, namely Contre la culture. In this translation, I have divided the initial book in two: in the first, I follow the epistemological history of social anthropology to understand why it failed in its original project, that is, the rigorous comparative analysis of social organization. I discovered that the traditional approach was fundamentally Aristotelian, yielding ontologically variable groups that made rigour and comparison impossible. The solution thus has to be a Galilean-type revolution, and this is what I develop in this second volume. I elaborate a radically new ‘operational’ conceptual framework, one defined in terms of social anthropology’s original project, and not in terms of ‘objects’ intrinsic attributes (see Introduction, volume 1). In other words, anthropological ‘objects’ do not correspond to elements in reality that have ‘anthropological attributes’ but to a class of objects defined by the procedure of comparative analysis.

I then apply it to the three ‘segmentary societies’ that I reanalysed in Contre la culture, namely the Nuer from southern Sudan (studied by Evans-Pritchard), the Tallensi of northern Ghana (studied by Meyer Fortes), and the Tiv of central Nigeria (studied by Paul and Laura Bohannan). I have here added three more reanalyses, namely the Berbers from the Moroccan Rif (studied by Raymond Jamous), the Yao of Malawi (studied by Clyde Mitchell) and the Australian Aborigines (various authors, but especially Radcliffe-Brown). Apart from the text on Jamous, all the other studies have been published in prestigious journals (see bibliography), and the text on the Australian Aborigines was co-authored with Paul Jorion. I conclude this volume with general reflections on the new operationalized ethnographic landscape that this yields, and how it transforms social anthropology.
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A cosmological break


Volume 1 traced the disappearance of groups from the anthropological discourse but groups do exist; ethnologists have described them and still observe them. They have emerged as legitimate objects of study but their analysis has failed for reasons I have already examined (see volume 1). The ethnologist who still wants to write about groups, but write about them rigorously, will have to repress the almost instinctive expression of his or her subjective experience of individuality and sociability to define the groups against the background of his or her project. He or she will have to rethink reality and its language in the light of his or her own aims, not his or her lived experience.

As early as 1965, Schneider realized what was wrong (see volume 1). He understood the aberration of the ‘strength’ of descent, the absurdity of the monolithic segments of descent and alliance theories. He saw the ‘multifunctional’ segment giving birth to this monolithic inflexibility because the segment must own its man globally. And Schneider concluded prophetically that we no longer needed typologies but an exhaustive list of elements that could be rigorously defined analytically and combined in different sizes, shapes and constellations (1965, p. 78).

An itinerary, sketched out with such clear-sightedness, nonetheless led its author into the impasse of a cultural transcendentalism so utterly relativistic as to stifle any aspiration for rigorous comparison. This was Schneider’s challenge in 1965; where others have tried to meet it with transactionalism, and Schneider himself with unremitting culturalism, I shall try to take it up with a new language, namely operationalism.

A cosmological malaise calls for a cosmological remedy. If interpersonal behaviour and the nagging question of its regulation have caused groups to break up into clouds of interactions, or to disappear in culture, then behaviour itself will have to vanish for groups to reappear. 

What does removing interaction imply? One consequence of the old interactional view of groups in terms of interpersonal relationships is never explicitly mentioned: if groups are based on interactions, it necessarily follows that we consider them as sums of relationships. By removing relationships, the group is automatically transformed into a sum of individuals. Such groups can include very few or very many individuals. Demographers have long defined households as groups of individuals living in a dwelling-unit. But they soon realized that many households include only one person. They stoically accepted it and blithely declared that there are one-person households. Similarly, operational groups can also include only one individual. The smallest groups defined operationally, therefore, are one-individual groups! And many of them exist.

But, removing interactions is only one step because behaviours are not the only culprits, as Schneider once again clearly understood when he emphasized the multifunctional character of the structuralist monolithic segments. For a Durkheimian interactional logic weaves a very close interdependence between behaviour regulation and the segments’ plurality of functions. Theories that feel the need to postulate monolithic segments or corporations also feel the need to completely assimilate the individual to its segment, and the segment will absorb or possess the individual all the more as the latter will experience almost no activities outside it. If the number of functions dictates the quotient of solidarity, the quantum of corporateness, it affects the very nature of the group; such groups cannot be ontologically indifferent to the number of functions they perform, and these ‘interactional’ groups vary ontologically according to the number of their functions1.

In short, if we want groups to be ontologically indifferent to their principles of social organization, as I concluded in volume 1 by demonstrating the Aristotelian roots of our language, we will now have to apprehend them outside the organization of behaviour and the multiplicity of functions. This first means that we will have to take solidarity or sociability for granted. In an operational discourse on groups, the existence of society requires no explanation; it is bluntly stated that human beings are social, and their interaction governed and organized, but this interaction is no longer part of the group’s definition. Furthermore, we will want these groups to be ‘unifunctional’. For each type of activity (or ‘function’ in everyday language), we will henceforth associate a separate and distinct group in the analysis. When, empirically, the same set of individuals performs two or more functions, the analysis will dissociate as many groups as there are functions, while recognizing that these groups overlap, partially or completely. By superimposing all these one-dimensional groups, operational analysis gives back to groups as they are lived their ontological thickness, in an idiom that respects the nuances of each.

Let us take a classic example. Murdock wrote, and his statements were almost legally binding to the end of the 20th century if not beyond, that the family is a group that fulfils the functions of production, reproduction, socialization of children and residence (Murdock 1949). This is colloquial language, a language that all ethnologists understand and speak. Does it faithfully follow the contours of reality? Let us borrow the vocabulary of mathematicians and represent this family by a set of individuals: father, mother, adult married sons, teenage sons, adult married daughters, teenage daughters, and young children of both sexes. If the ‘family’ is defined around the mother’s reproduction, let us think of it as a reproductive group. But is it a production group? Who actually produces? Husband and wife, perhaps, or father and teenage sons, or father and teenage and married sons; in short, only a ‘subset’ of the reproductive group is united in production. And, what’s more, the production group may include individuals from outside the reproduction group, such as the father’s brother living next door, or his son-in-law. Reproduction and production are groups that partially, but not completely overlap. And can we consider this same reproductive group as a residential group? Certainly not, because married children may have left from under the parental roof and, on the other hand, the house may be home to the father’s younger brother, the father’s mother or the wife’s younger brother. Would it not be preferable and more accurate to rethink these multifunctional definitions by describing as many sets as there are activities: reproduction, production, residence and socialization of children in this particular case, and to conclude that these sets partially, but rarely completely, overlap? In an admirable analysis of the LoDagaa and LoWilii domestic groups, Jack Goody made a similar breakdown, delimiting a set for each type of activity. His ethnographic intuition sadly froze there, without ever spurring his theoretical imagination (Goody 1958).

Operational groups will assert themselves above all as those sets coupled to a single activity, but sets that overlap. If Schneider should have been able to reach this conclusion following his indictment of the structuralist segments’ multiplicity of functions, an epistemological investigation now imposes it. But, long before these epistemological reflections, my own ethnography prescribed this same conclusion. If operationalism presents itself as the best way out of an epistemological impasse, it is above all because it appeared to me as the only way out of an ethnographic one.

Defining residence

My doctoral research bore on a group of three Ewe (pronounce Évhé, the ‘vh’ being a voiced bilabial fricative) villages, Kloe, Agove and Teti, collectively known as the three Abutia villages. The Ewe, a linguistic group of some one million people occupying southern Ghana (Volta region) and Togo in the early 1970s, were divided into one hundred and twenty odd groups of collectively designated villages: the Abutia and their three villages, the Sokode and their three villages, the Adaklu and their seventeen villages, the Anlo (pronounce as if it was the French word ‘anglon’, where ‘on’ is a nasalized ‘o’, as in Verdon…) and their one hundred and some villages, and so on. The Abutia associated some practices that theory sought to dissociate. Not only did they exhibit Melanesian-style patrilineal descent groups (see volume 1 on Melanesian-type descent groups, pp. 111-113 ), but they also practiced almost preferential marriage within the lineage and clan. Weakly polygynous among ethnic groups that favour polygyny, they associated their patrilineal lineages and clans with a system of behaviour specific to so-called cognatic societies (as described by Gluckman, see volume 1), and their residential groups were strangely similar in composition to the neighbouring matrilineal Ashanti households. This motley assemblage defied all the ‘typological’ theories Schneider wrote about, forcing me either to alter the data to fit the corset of the theory, or to respect the facts and blow up the theories, as Schneider intimated. The latter path proved too seductive.

Of the many stumbling blocks that plagued the analysis of Abutia social organization, residential organization was not the least. Ethnologists insisted on seeing rational actors manipulating residence as part of their political and economic strategies (Buchler and Selby 1968; Stern 1973; Korn 1975), or domestic groups formed above all for the purpose of reproduction (Fortes 1949a, 1949b; Richards 1950; Bohannan 1963; Barnes 1960; Goody 1972a, 1972b). But maximizing actors and reproductively-oriented domestic groups did not help. The former presuppose a code behind the manipulations; the latter don’t know what to make of reproductive groups that do not share the same roof, split between various domestic groups that are, for example, made up of duolocal couples. If duolocality severs the link between residence and reproduction, what then of a more generalized dissociation, when individuals occupying the same dwelling-unit take part in no other activity than that of occupying a bedroom in that dwelling-unit, and sleeping in it? This question is all the more pertinent given that the whole ethnology of domestic groups mistreats the home, even going so far as to deny it any reality, if not any social relevance (Fortes 1949a, 1949b; Goody 1972a, 1972b; Richards 1950; Bohannan 1963; Barnes 1960). Invoking ‘principles’ (affinity, maternity, agnatic or uterine descent) operating with differential power through individuals’ life cycle and assembling them into various residential organizations throughout their existence, proponents of the so-called ‘developmental cycle of domestic groups’ saw in it only domesticity and reproduction. Residence? A simple corollary of the fact that a principle of affinity or consanguinity attracts spouses or agnates towards cohabitation.

The Abutia facts were deaf to these incantations. Many houses, for example, were home to just one man and one of his sisters, both married but not sharing their spouse’s residence. The sister cooked in the house’s purpose-built kitchen, but her dishes did not feed her brother; they went to garnish that of the husband living a few houses away. The wife, on the other hand, could not rely on her brother to provide the produce for her cooking, which came from her own ploughing and that of her husband. Brother and sister united in residence, but separated in all other respects: separated in sexual relations, in production, in the distribution of products, in consumption, in childcare. Without domestic or ancestral worship, the Abutia home did not even offer itself as a place of veneration. But, insofar as they occupy this house where a census finds them, brother and sister cannot be ignored. Their co-residence needs to be recognized, but how can we comprehend it? Are we to speak of a corporation because they own this patrimonial house undivided? But other individuals, their brothers and sisters, also belong to this corporation without living in the house. We can only represent the group formed by these two individuals by isolating the one and only activity that unites them: occupying this house to sleep in. I call this activity ‘residence’ because, come to think of it, it is what residence boils down to when dissociated from food preparation, consumption and other domus-related activities. Studying the Abutia residence meant defining a group around a single activity, highlighting the crucial role of activity in defining groups. The idea of activity is an old one, haunting anthropology since Spencer, if not before, and of all the ideas that have dominated anthropology, it is one that an operational epistemology preserves.

But activity is not interaction, and if an operational ethnology recovers activity, it nonetheless purges it of any idea of interaction, and of any desire to put more than one activity at the heart of the group. Ethnography in Abutia demanded, and epistemology exacts, that the group be apprehended by a single activity. All my operational terminology was built on the basis of these unifunctional groups. 

Ethnological language must therefore be recreated at the intersection of activity and ‘criteria’. From the outset, their combination yields four fundamental concepts. Wherever a certain type of activity is carried out (such as production, product distribution, consumption, legislation, arbitration or war, to mention but a few), the individuals taking part in it can welcome all comers, without any discrimination whatsoever. We then speak of a ‘crowd’. If, on the other hand, they invoke certain criteria (such as sex, age, parentage, and so on) to distinguish between those who can join them and those who cannot, we are then dealing with a ‘group’ in the strict sense of the term. In short, the group emerges when membership criteria are added to an activity; without criteria, activities just define crowds. We are talking about criteria here, not membership rules. A rule governs, and we seek to void groups of all regulations; also, a rule can vary in its strength, be disobeyed. But a criterion does not regulate anything. As a tool for sorting out the eligible from the non-eligible, the criterion does not hint at any behaviour expected of group members, nor does it have any strength. Whether or not individuals choose to activate their group membership, whether or not they define a code of conduct for themselves, these are certainly questions worthy of analysis, but they do not enter into the group’s definition. From an operational perspective, the group surfaces at the crossroads of one activity (and only one) and one or more membership criteria (I will come back to this plurality of criteria later). This definition banishes all notions of solidarity (or corporateness) and ownership. Insofar as corporateness denotes solidarity or collective action, I take it for granted; insofar as it reveals some notion of ownership, it calls again for more general considerations.

Defining ownership

People own resources which are both natural and man-made, and the man-made ones comprise both tangible and intangible entities. When lawyers form a legal corporation, for instance, the corporation owns their legal knowledge and skills. Even individual ideas can be owned, as patents and copyrights testify. An analysis of social organization depending upon a definitive formulation of ownership would be forever inhibited, because of the infinite nuances of rights of ownership. To overcome this difficulty, I adopt the most general definition of the phenomenon, by assuming that ownership implies a privileged access, some exclusivity in the disposition of resources which means that non-owners must seek permission before exploiting the resource. Different populations may define various types of collectivities around those rights. Hitherto, anthropologists have mostly contrasted individual to corporate ownership; I shall argue that resources can be owned in a manner which is neither individual nor corporate.

A corporation uses specific criteria of membership which give equal rights of ownership to all those who qualify; there are no possible gradients of rights varying from individual to individual. A corporation thus presupposes ‘boundaries’ in membership, and because of this also delineates its resources. If land is the resource to be owned by a corporation, we should expect this land to be bounded. I call such boundaries ‘jural’, and ‘estate’ the bounded resources owned by a corporation.

Let us now turn to some east-African cattle-herding societies where pasture land is owned neither individually nor corporately (Gulliver 1952). Although little or no restriction seems to be imposed upon membership, those using the land do feel that they have a special right in it, and may sometimes refuse newcomers permission to use it if it is over-grazed. Because permission must be sought from old-established occupiers and may be refused when resources dwindle, we can clearly speak of ownership of that land; but can we treat the herding group as a land-owning corporation?

Corporations are defined by exclusive criteria of membership, and not by their members’ involvement in a common activity, two conditions not met by the east-African cattle-herders. There, membership is open, and only those who occupy and use that land (that is, are involved in a common activity) feel that they have a privileged access to it. Their rights do not stem from special qualifications, but from use and occupancy, from a given activity. According to my definitions they do not constitute either a group or a category but, as a set of individuals delineated through a common activity only, they form a ‘crowd’ – though the analytical distinction is here more important than the actual label. Analytically speaking, the ‘crowd’ of cattle-owners herding their cows together on this common land and easily accepting newcomers to join them does not form a land-owning corporation. We must consequently deal with this paradox: that the land, not owned by anybody in particular, is owned by everybody, yet not as a corporation.

Criteria of membership defining groups, categories and corporations confer equal rights upon those who meet the criteria. Where ownership is neither individual nor corporate, however, rights actually vary in their intensity; stemming, as they do, from occupancy and use, the rights are to be measured (subjectively) according to the time and intensity of occupancy and use. If a quarrel flares up in the use of the land, some individuals will certainly claim greater rights by virtue of their longer association with it, and will deny such rights to newcomers or mere visitors. All ‘own’ the land, but not corporately, and some own it more than others, Orwell would have said... Resources owned in this manner are not jurally bounded and cannot be considered an estate. 

In brief, I distinguish rights of ownership stemming from membership of a land-owning category, a corporation in which individuals are all equal with respect to ownership (there are no gradients in the ownership itself), from rights of ownership springing from occupancy and use, where some individuals feel that they have more rights than others because of a longer association with the land, but where all have access to land (there is no restriction on membership). In the latter case, we cannot speak either of a land-owning corporation or of an estate. The land is owned neither individually nor corporately, but collectively.

In brief, collective land ownership introduces an element that I wished to eliminate: collective ownership introduces degrees of intensity of ‘owning’ according to occupancy and use, as some will feel that they own the land more than others. Activities are truly discontinuous, but this type of ownership is not, as it varies in intensity. This is admittedly a subjective appreciation. Those who have been linked longest with the land will have the strongest feelings of association to it, but how does it translate itself? This remains problematic. Let us keep this in mind when dealing with collective ownership while also considering that, objectively, land might be owned collectively by all equally while, subjectively, the various ‘owners’ might not feel so.

Land ownership raises further issues. First, there are at least two separate aspects to land: from our Western point of view, land is inert, so to speak. Crops obviously grow on it but we dissociate the two and consider the land separately. In many non-Western societies, however, land is above all a ‘live’ entity, considered precisely in its power to generate crops (see Yao analysis), or in its spiritual association with animal or plant species (see Australian Aborigines analysis). ‘Land-owning’ is radically different in the two cases. Again, I will limit myself to the ‘inert’ land. Let us add that when a group of individuals distinguishes itself from the rest of the world through its ownership of resources that are not legally circumscribed, we speak of a ‘quasi-corporation’ (see my re-analysis of Tiv ethnography below to appreciate this nuance). The notion of corporation involves nothing more than the property of an estate and membership criteria2. This is why corporations are not groups, and groups are not corporations, which in no way prevents them from overlapping, partially or completely, just as groups can overlap each other. 

Cattle ownership raises different problems. Cattle can obviously be owned privately and, with cattle, we must rule out the ‘collective’ ownership that we find in land; it simply cannot be. The main issue is whether or not cattle can be owned corporately. Let us focus on the Old World pastoralists. Can people form corporations around cattle. I personally doubt it. I find it difficult because of the specificity of cattle. First, cattle breeds cattle. And, equally important, cattle can be decimated by epizootics or drought in a matter of days. Furthermore, many pastoralists are partly or wholly nomadic. 

Let us leave nomadism aside and let us imagine a different scenario. Let us try to define a corporation around land if land begot land, but could also easily shrink. Let us imagine two more or less equal groups owning a similar amount of land corporately. But one’s land could increase considerably while the other one’s could shrink. This is impossible. It would be much easier to think of individual ownership of land coupled with all sorts of claims and debts to spread risks. In other words, if we think of land like cattle, it is impossible to imagine land-owning corporations. Thus, by extension, I find impossible to think of cattle-owning corporations. Cattle are everywhere owned individually. And the same applies to horses and camels, although camels are less prone to epizootics because they are hardier, and because of their environment (desert).

II

Finally, in the absence of any activity or ownership, but where membership criteria nevertheless operate, we find that crucial notion that Schneider, Scheffler and Keesing bequeathed us, namely that of the ‘social category’. If the crowd differs from the group in terms of criteria, the category differs from the group and the corporation in terms of activities and ownership. The social category is the assembly of individuals that recognizes itself without acting, the individuals that a single criterion matches without bringing them together in any one activity, or in ownership.

Common sense rebels, perhaps citing Schneider’s latest theses (1984). Doesn’t everyday experience teach us that codes of conduct, ‘ways of doing things’, are also membership criteria? Haven’t we all heard of the heir expelled from his father’s house and disinherited because of his lack of respect and obedience, his incurable laziness or his unfortunate choice of a spouse? It is only a short step to concluding that respect and obedience are membership criteria, on a par with patrifiliation and male gender (where sons inherit from their fathers), the same step Schneider takes in his last book (1984) (see volume 1, pp. 145–52).

Intuitively and spontaneously, every group manifests itself through criteria and a code of conduct. But is this the case from an analytical point of view? Isn’t immediate subjective experience as deceptive as Murdock’s multifunctional family? Could this citimangen-fak relationship, which Schneider describes as the basis of the Yap tabinau, really be defined by a cultural expectation (agreeing to provide for the citimangen in his old age) rather than by a bond of consanguinity or affinity (see volume 1)? Strangely enough, even ethnologists who place the organization of behaviour at the heart of the group’s definition haven’t gone as far as to include respect or obedience among membership criteria (for even in the case of the fak, this is ultimately what it is all about). As usual, Schneider pushes the idea of behavioural organization to its logical limit but, as far as I know, he is the only one to do so. Ethnologists before him have not hesitated to treat descent, kinship, affinity or locality as rules stipulating both membership and the rights and duties of status, but they have been careful to exclude respect and obedience from membership. Why? The answer is simple, even if Schneider refused to see it. If all structuralisms draw a boundary to the group – the discontinuity that our operational definition preserves – it goes without saying that they privilege certain elements, such as kinship, descent or affinity, whose discontinuity makes it easy to circumscribe. Kinship, affinity, age, are all attributes that an individual may or may not possess. One is either a consanguine or not; an agnate or not, but not both at the same time, or both optionally. Respect and obedience, on the other hand, do not follow the same logic. Where do respect and obedience begin and end? No one knows, and this imprecision renders them powerless to activate the discriminating mechanics of inclusion and exclusion, because respect and obedience are attributes that everyone can enjoy and play with at will. Kinship, age and even affinity are not characteristics we can manipulate at will, updating them today to deny them tomorrow; codes of conduct, on the other hand, lend themselves to every possible manipulation. Those who choose to obey today will disobey tomorrow, only to repent the day after and become obedient again. We learn a rule of behaviour and conform to it as we see fit (see Malinowski 1926, volume 1, p. 99), but we don’t learn the ‘fact’ of being someone’s physiological child, and we don’t have to conform to it.

Each individual is characterized by a set of coordinates over which he or she has little or no control. These are precisely the coordinates that infiltrate to divide, to circumscribe the subsets that are groups, categories or corporations. If groups take shape against the backdrop of activity, of ‘doing’, their criteria must be thought of in terms of ‘being’, not ‘doing’, as Schneider would have it. One is potentially a member of a group because one ‘is’ this or that: an agnate, a son, a married man or woman, a friend, a man, an individual of this or that age. A group does not recruit according to ‘ways of doing things’: listening, respecting, obeying, providing for old age. On the other hand, a group expels in the name of a code of conduct. Can it be otherwise? In most groups, how can you reject an undesirable if the criteria are based on being? You cannot erase consanguinity or age, but you can invoke a code violation to eject an individual who is eligible in the name of the criteria, but unbearable in the name of interpersonal relationships. The Yap fak risks being disinherited if he neglects his citimangen, but it is not taking care of a citimangen that makes him a fak. It is, first and foremost, the fact of ‘being’ the child of the citimangen’s wife. If his behaviour can dislodge the fak, it cannot from the outset make him eligible for inheritance. Criteria define the class of eligible; rules of conduct drive out the undesirables.

On an operational level, groups behave like sets or subsets in mathematics, and the membership criteria like the axioms defining those sets. They are axiomatic, and therefore cannot vary in intensity. So a group can choose its criteria because of the value it attaches to its members, without this predilection undermining the group’s ontological independence. A mathematician can select the axioms he or she believes are most likely to shed light on the problem he or she is trying to solve, without this selection ontologically degrading the sets the axioms define. The reasons that guide the choice of axioms, as well as the number of axioms, leave the ontological status of the set unchanged and unperturbed. Sets that are determined by different axioms contain different elements, and will certainly manifest different properties, but without being ‘more or less’ sets. A mathematical set may be fuzzy, may contain no elements at all, but it cannot vary in intensity.

In an operational framework, groups, corporations and categories evade all ontological variability. All types of activities (those notorious ‘functions’ of classical ethnology) are definitionally equivalent, as are the criteria. We will obviously find criteria only activated in special or extraordinary circumstances, we will see that membership of a group is often a membership criterion to another group, but none of this will generate ‘degrees’ of groupings, or an unequal importance of activities or criteria. No criterion will prevail by its superior strength, and no activity by its overriding importance. Different activities and criteria will obviously correspond to dissimilar groups, groups that vary in their size, their composition, the ways they grow and reproduce, by their demographic properties and the way they articulate to other groups, categories or corporations but they will never vary in their intensity, in their corporateness.

Ontologically invariable and equal groups are forever displacing those ‘privileged reference groups’ of classical social theory: the family and descent groups in structural functionalism, production groups in Marxist theory, or matrimonial exchange groups in alliance theory. They sweep away this Aristotelian social cosmos, hierarchized by the functions of its groups, as the Cosmos of antiquity was by the attributes of matter, to replace it with a Cartesian social space, neutral, homogeneous, isotropic, where individuals have no ‘natural place’ to move towards. The era of Social Theory and its hierarchical Cosmos, the Systems Era, stops at the threshold of comparative analysis and its isotropic, modular social space.

If we eradicate behaviour regulation from the definition of groups, it affects the notion of structure. What do I mean by structure? Once again, a very old and venerable idea, that of the division of labour. A group will appear ‘structured’ to me if and only if some related activities within one type of activity are performed, on a more or less permanent basis, by different individuals within the same group. This means that some groups have no division of labour at all (a group defined in terms of residence, for example). It thus follows that structure is extrinsic to the group’s definition; it is added to it, superimposed on it.

Defining lineages

But social organization is not just a matter of groups, categories or corporations, as Abutia ethnography once again reminds us. If residence had proved a difficult piece to handle, the lineages gave even more trouble. Superficially, each Abutia village (Ewe: du) revealed itself to be a collection of sub-groups, known in the vernacular as sâmewo, each sâme (sing.) said to be composed of three and exactly three agbanuwo (sing. agbanu) descended from three wives of an unnamed, putative ancestor in the agnatic line, without ever specifying the genealogical link uniting the eponymous ancestors of the agbanuwo to the unnamed ancestor of the sâme. Each agbanu was in turn subdivided into several fhomewo (sing. fhome), each descended from an ancestor two or three generations beyond the oldest living generation, all the fhomewo of a single agbanu being linked agnatically to the agbanu’s eponymous ancestor. Within the fhome, and therefore within the agbanu whose eponymous ancestor was known and named, the genealogical links were explicit. This genealogical precision within the fhome and agbanu, and the simple presumption of common ancestry within the sâme, faithfully and happily repeated the classical distinction of British social anthropology between lineages and clans. I could declare sâmewo to be clans, agbanuwo lineages and the fhomewo to be lineage segments, these three levels articulated by patrilineal descent. Since there is no intermediate level between the agbanu and the fhome, I called the agbanu the maximal lineage, or simply lineage, and the fhome the minimal lineage.

Problems arise when we abandon macroscopic divisions for microscopic observation. Seen up close, fhomewo quickly shed their patrilineal appearance. Some of these minimal lineages had nearly half their members able to trace their membership through the mother, and no fhome counted fewer than 20 percent of such members. The minimal lineages revealed a strongly cognatic composition and, by extension, so did the lineages, despite the strictly agnatic arborescence of ancestral generations linking these minimal lineages and these lineages to each other. I thus encountered in Abutia the same problems and paradoxes faced by ethnologists in Melanesia (see volume 1), the ethnographic puzzle that led them to detach the ‘composition’ of groups from their ‘articulation’ by the language of descent, and which prompted Sahlins to separate the composition of local groups from their descent ‘ideology’ articulating them (Barnes 1962; Sahlins 1965). But beliefs or ideology had left the problem intact and the question was as urgent in 1975 to understand Abutia as it had been fifteen years earlier. The ethnography of lineage societies demanded then, as it still did, a different solution.

The irony of it all is that Maine’s venerable notion of ‘aggregation’, so reviled by successors who never understood it, solves the riddle (see volume 1, pp. 16–20). Maine noted and understood that some communities are not made up of individuals, but of groups. Maine’s idea is so simple, and yet so fertile, that it sweeps away all the pseudo-problems arising from corporatist cogitations. In the so-called pure sciences, the idea is commonplace, even trivial since Avogadro. We know that some physics speaks of atoms, and some chemistry of molecules. This physics asserts that the atom is made up of electrons and subatomic particles, and this chemistry declares that the molecule is made up of atoms, without the chemist thinking of considering the molecule as a compound of electrons and subatomic particles. A molecule, unless it consists of just one atom, is not made up of electrons and subatomic particles, but of atoms. On the basis of this analogy, we can say that groups are made up of individuals. However, some collectivities are not made up of individuals, but of groups, and it is totally mistaken to think of these groups of groups in terms of membership since, strictly speaking, their members are not individuals. Reducing these ‘groups of groups’ to a network of localities representing their relationships in terms of beliefs or descent ideology is just as fallacious. It repeats at the level of these mega-collectivities the mistake made at group level. Let me emphasize this once again. Until now, we have thought of groups in terms of the organization of interpersonal relationships, and we have also conceived of these composite communities in terms of the organization of relationships between groups. Both types of organization call for regulatory mental representations which, by definition, can only be exercised on the individual, with the pernicious consequences we know for the ontological status of groups, and of groups of groups (see volume 1). If the group is to be recognized as a reality in its own right, the requirement must be repeated for ‘groups of groups’. This is exactly what Maine allows us to do.

Maine drew his inspiration from his own society to elucidate Roman society, and I will similarly look at our nation states to decipher descent groups. In the arbitration of certain disputes, a Canadian province manifests itself not as a group of individuals but as a collection of counties. On what basis do these counties merge into a province? On the fact that they are geographically adjacent, or geographically closest. Whether a county or province border crosses here or there is a matter of history and pure contingency, but it is the relative position of these groups that serves as the basis for the creation of supra-municipal, supra-county, and supra-provincial entities. Maine spoke of local contiguity, Morgan of territoriality. I will retain Morgan’s usage and claim that, in the arbitration of some disputes (to mention just one activity), a Canadian province does not form a collection of individuals, but a collection of groups conglomerated into a province on the basis of territoriality. Territoriality is not a membership criterion; it is an element used to ‘aggregate’, in the context of specific activities, groups into larger communities. In our society, as in any other, I will define a ‘territorial group’ as a group aggregated on the basis of territoriality.

The idea of territoriality sheds light on descent. Like territoriality, descent is an element of aggregation. Unlike territoriality, however, descent ignores geographical contiguity, singling out genealogical links between ancestral generations, whether real or imagined. A ‘descent group’ – because it is really all about descent here, not unifiliation as many ethnologists, especially French ones, have believed – does not recruit. It is a mega-collectivity that takes shape when groups amalgamate through ancestral genealogy.

Descent as ‘aggregation’ dispels the Abutia and Melanesian enigmas and paradoxes. Between the fhome (minimal lineage) and the agbanu (maximal lineage), there is now a qualitative difference. As a minimal lineage, the fhome is a group; membership criteria determine which individuals are eligible. The agbanu, on the other hand, is not a group. It aggregates fhomewo through patrilineal descent. Between the two, between membership and aggregation, a certain indeterminacy becomes possible. While agnatic kinship defines membership of the fhome, it is not the only criterion at work; in some well-specified circumstances, matrifiliation also operates. It is even worth generalizing: nothing, absolutely nothing in the definition of the group, corporation or category requires them to have only one membership criterion. On the contrary, groups that recruit on the basis of a single criterion seem to be the exception rather than the rule. Everywhere and almost always, groups use more than one criteria, even if one of them operates in the most common circumstances and thus appears to be predominant. The multiplicity of membership criteria affects group composition, but does not hinder the aggregation of these groups on the basis of patrilineal, matrilineal or cognatic descent. The Abutia fhomewo can welcome some members through matrifiliation in some cases, while continuing to agglomerate into an agbanu through patrilineal descent without supposing contradictions or paradoxes, without declaring agnatic descent weak, or invoking a manipulation of agnatic kinship ideology. There is certainly a limit to this indeterminacy between membership and aggregation, and that limit is none other than contradiction; it is hard to imagine minimal groups recruiting exclusively on the basis of patrifiliation and aggregated on the basis of uterine descent! The element of aggregation and the criteria of membership must coincide to a certain extent, but an extent that often tolerates a surprising flexibility. As long as ethnologists thought of lineages in terms of individuals, descent and membership criteria had to harmonize perfectly. But when we loosen this unhealthy grip, we find that descent, even if unilineal, tolerates a certain range of criteria among the groups it aggregates.

More about kinship

This calls for more terminological refinements. With descent and territoriality now elements of aggregation, membership criteria also require a more sophisticated terminology. It is already there, scattered throughout our vocabulary: kinship and filiation (and their derivatives, agnatic, uterine and cognatic kinship, as well as undifferentiated filiation, matrifiliation and patrifiliation) have always been membership criteria and they remain so, with one major nuance. From now on, filiation will be dissociated from kinship like the singular from the plural. Let me explain. In some societies, an individual is entitled to claim membership of a given group because his or her father or mother belonged to it; he or she is eligible simply by virtue of filiation (implicitly, undifferentiated filiation) to his or her parents. If he or she can only hope to become a member of the groups to which his or her father belonged, then we speak of patrifiliation and, similarly, we separate patrifiliation from matrifiliation. Why separate filiation from kinship? Because in these societies it is specifically the fact of being the child of a parent that gives group eligibility. In Polynesia, some local groups will welcome their members’ children. But if one of these children chooses to take up residence elsewhere, his or her children will no longer be able to reactivate their father’s father local group eligibility (as in the Gilbertan kainga, see volume 1). Here, only patrifiliation makes one eligible; the fact that the father’s father (not patrifiliation but agnatic kinship) belonged to the group is irrelevant, except in some circumstances. These very real situations differ radically from those in which Ego can claim membership to a group by virtue of the fact that his paternal grandfather belonged to it, whether or not his father was a member. In the latter case, it is no longer patrifiliation that determines eligibility, but agnatic kinship. By extension, I define uterine kinship and cognatic kinship in the same way. Kinship, the membership criterion, is now cut off from descent, and even detached from filiation. Filiation begins and ends with the generation of Ego’s parents (let us call it G+1 in relation to Ego); kinship begins with the generation of Ego’s parents’ parents (so, G+2 in relation to Ego), but doesn’t end there. Personally, I know of no society fussy enough to specify membership in relation to a kinship defined as G+3 rather than G+2, or G+4 rather than G+3 and G+2, and so on. In the current state of our knowledge, I’m happy to speak of filiation, patrifiliation or matrifiliation when specifying membership by reference to G+1 vis-à-vis Ego – i.e. the singular of ascending generations with respect to Ego – and to speak of cognatic kinship, agnatic kinship or uterine kinship when determining membership by reference to G ≥ 2 vis-à-vis Ego. This is the plural of the grammar of generations. Needless to say, these membership criteria divide categories and corporations as much as they do groups (see Table 1 at the end of this chapter).

III

After this detour about groups and their multiple criteria, descent also requires more distinctions. Descent may be an element of aggregation, but how will we recognize it? As ethnologists once did with so-called segmentary lineages, we see aggregation when minimal groups come together into a larger whole, acting as a single group under the tutelage of the new representative(s) of the aggregated group, in the context of a specific activity (political or religious), or of land tenure. But let us be explicit. First of all, this amalgamation of groups into more encompassing collectivities does not mean that a group of groups is ultimately just a group, and that we relapse into corporatism. The idea of a unique representation to the aggregated group and its unity in the execution of an activity does not negate the idea of aggregation any more than the idea of molecule negates that of atom, because nowhere does it imply that the components lose their identity. What is more, if aggregation necessarily leads to unique representation (by an individual or a group of individuals), the opposite proposition is false. A unique representation can be found without aggregation.

A short scenario will illustrate. Let us imagine autonomous trade unions, threatened by an unfavourable economic climate and anxious to present a united front to the government, sending a collective delegation to negotiate on their behalf. Under certain circumstances, it is not impossible to imagine this delegation being reduced to a single individual, or just a few, without supposing for a moment that the unions thus allied would transmute into a mega-union, a United Union within which the formerly sovereign unions would have lost their autonomy. Instead, we would speak of a coalition, a political alliance, as is commonly done in the case of NATO or the Common Market. To extract aggregation from alliance, or vice versa, we need to elucidate what this unity implies.

Abutia a chiefdom?

Let us return to Abutia for a better understanding. I have already described these elementary groups (the fhomewo) that agnatic descent amalgamated first into lineages (the agbanuwo), and then into clans (the sâmewo). These clans were descent groups, as I said, and their occupation of space made them local groups and territoriality brought them together in a village, a territorial group, the du, in the context of judicial activities (see similarities with the Tallensi teng, footnote 22). But beyond the individual village, this territorial group in the order of politics, what do we find? All ethnographers, missionaries and administrators of the Ewe country spoke of an ethnic group divided into groups of villages assembled under the supervision of a Paramount Chief (or fiagâ in the Ewe language). The documents agreed that this was a supra-village political organization, absorbing villages and hamlets into a centralized structure headed by the fiagâ. The same territoriality that aggregates clans into villages would have aggregated villages into a single political organization represented by the fiagâ. All three Abutia villages would form a territorial group in political terms. Was this right?
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