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Et nostre liberté volontaire n'a point de production qui soit plus proprement sienne, que celle de l'affection 

et amitié. 
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Introductory remarks 

So much has been written on friendship that I find it impossible to characterize this 

phenomenon in any completely new and original way. Philosophers, psychologists, social 

scientists of every scholarly persuasion, poets and writers in every language have penned 

countless essays and based numerous pieces in prose or poetry on this institution, or 

aspect of human behavior, hailed its uniqueness and excellence, defined its forms and 

guises, extolled its benefits, and explored its innermost subtleties. For anthropologists, 

friendship has never been a central concern, but in more recent years they have paid some 

more attention to this subject matter, as witnessed by two volumes published in 1999 

(Ravis-Giordani, 1999 and Bell & Coleman 1999). In this essay, I shall look at it from 

one point of view mainly, and examine its relevance in social theory. After defining it as 

a “weak tie” I will examine its significance and modes of application to social reality, 

particularly in Asian contexts. This I shall do within a theoretical framework opposing 

anarchy to social order. 

 

Weak ties 

Over the past few years I have explored a new perspective in theoretical anthropology, 

that of open-aggregated and anarchic harmony in human collective life, wherein weak 

ties play a dominant role. The conceptual distinction between weak and strong ties is, I 
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believe, crucial to the theory of social science in general and applies particularly well to 

the complex phenomenon called “friendship”. 

Allow me first to tell a personal anecdote; in itself it is somehow trite but it contains an 

important element for an assessment of what friendship is all about.  

A few weeks ago I got a phone call. I did not recognize the caller immediately, but after 

hearing his voice for a few more seconds I realized it was Michael.  I was overjoyed. 

Michael was a friend I had not heard from in quite a while. Actually I had spoken about 

him to my wife, some time earlier, complaining that he had not returned my calls and had 

given no signs of his whereabouts in many months. I told my wife that I had given him 

up as a friend. She agreed, saying that such a person could not be called a friend, since 

obviously he had all but forgotten about us. He did not care about us. Why should we 

care about him? However, upon hearing the voice of Michael over the phone, I felt a 

surge of inner joy and affectionate feelings. He remembered us. He still cared for us. I 

certainly could call him a friend again. Indeed we swiftly made arrangements for a 

meeting that took place a few days later, at which point we embraced and made up for 

lost time.  

This little anecdote illustrates what I mean by a weak tie and why friendship can be 

characterized as such. The link we had, me and my wife, with Michael had been 

jeopardized by Michael’s silence and what we saw as neglect from his part. We had 

declared the relation terminated. The link had been abolished, just to be immediately 

restored to its former strength. The friendly and benevolent feelings were there, fully 

alive, dormant as it were, ready to be resuscitated at the first sign of our lost 

acquaintance, yet on the brink of radical demise and eternal oblivion. 

 

The sociologist M. Granovetter has highlighted the notion of weak tie and its crucial 

importance in social life in a seminal paper (Granovetter 1973, see also 

Granovetter1983).  I have used the notion of weak tie myself but I have redefined it as a 

tie that is the opposite of a “strong” tie: 1- it can be dissolved by one of the parties at will, 

2- it does not necessarily endure until death and beyond, 3- it is not enforced by an 

external agency. It is, above all, an immanent relationship, existing between concrete 

persons, in a state of immediacy and direct contact. In this sense friendship, or love for 
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that matter, are weak ties, as opposed to strong ties of, let us say, citizenship or debt 

bondage.   

Weak ties did probably play a crucial role in human evolution. Early hominids escaped 

the cage of small female-centered, trans-generational kin groups, and entered a stage 

where macro-groups were created on the basis of male-centered, temporary associations 

(Maryanski 1994). This allowed for a more flexible kind of organization, extended 

networking capabilities better adapted to a wandering and free-roaming way of life. 

Hominids could associate and disassociate themselves freely from their peers, create 

intense yet fragile connections at the level of the species. In other words they created 

fellowships with enough potential for cooperation and solidarity, but not enough strength 

to impose blind loyalty. People were free to come and go, while being eager to cooperate 

and participate in networks marked by volatile links of togetherness and brotherhood. I 

have hypothesized that true ‘social’ ties --which have now won the battle of total 

supremacy in the field of human organizations-- came into existence before the so-called 

Neolithic ‘revolution’.  They were based on principles in complete contradistinction with 

the former. They supposed perpetuity, asymmetry, and reciprocity, entailing 

transcendence, mechanistic complexity, and a linear order. They solved the macro-group 

question in a more efficient way and were readily associated with modes of violent 

appropriation of natural and human resources. From anarchy to hierarchy mankind has 

gained the upper hand in controlling all planetary resources and in eradicating the people 

who follow a way of life based on another facet of its biological heritage. This part of its 

heritage however --the one that is most specially based on weak ties—remains alive and 

kicking inside our hominid post-Paleolithic brains and it manifests itself in various ways 

(see Macdonald in press), one being friendship.  

Let me stress one point. Supposing that weak ties are the only ties with which an 

association is created and maintained in existence, the problem lies in maintaining such 

ties since, by definition, they are weak. How does one create a relatively strong form of 

association or partnership with such ties? The question could be also: how does one 

create a rigid structure with soft materials? To pursue this metaphor, the answer is: on the 

one hand by multiplying such ties, as with a rope made of many strands, a skein of 

numerous threads; on the other hand, by maintaining them constantly and mending them 
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often.  From the anecdote I just told you, it is clear that such is the situation with 

friendship. Paradoxically it looks strong because there is a mental and emotional intensity 

to it, but it has no permanence. It needs constant care and renewed maintenance.  

 

Friendship 

I have no need to work up a definition of friendship. It has been excellently analyzed in 

several works, particularly in the volume edited by Ravis-Giordani (id). In this volume 

various aspects of the phenomenon have been clearly identified by several contributors 

(Pitt-Rivers 1999, Testart 1999, Ravis-giordani 1999). A main characteristic of friendship 

according to Testart (id.), and I agree on this point with him, is that it is independent from 

any other (social) system or sub-system. It is not a contract, and not part of what Julian 

Pitt-Rivers in the same volume calls the “jural” (id: 18). It remains outside the “social”, 

and as such it is “asocial”, a trait that has been noted by several non-anthropologists as 

well (M. Onfray 1991). Other traits noted by Testart are its supremely “personal” nature, 

its non-transitivity, its ability to be developed into networks, its symmetry, its freedom (it 

cannot be imposed, it is not mandatory), and its ability to be easily cancelled (“elle est 

aisée à récuser”, id.  p.51), the latter trait being the defining trait of a weak tie. It is also 

and by the same token, an immanent reality: it exists in the now, in the actual or virtual 

co-presence of those who call themselves “friends”, as an encounter between two sentient 

beings in their purest and most complete presence in the world: “Par ce que c'estoit luy, 

par ce que c'estoit moy » wrote Montaigne (the phenomenological concept of Dasein is 

maybe the apposite one in this instance). It has no immediate utility. It is located in a 

realm of motivations at a far remove from self-centered interest and profit.  It leads to 

conceptualizing it as something ‘spiritual’ that belongs to a sphere of ‘grace’ and 

‘harmony’. All these traits, including the last one, make it a typical relationship of 

gregariousness and anarchy. Why? A little ethnography is in order.  

 

Friendship among the Palawan 

Let me summarize the main points of a short study I made on friendship among the 

Palawan, an indigenous community in the southern Philippines (Macdonald 1999). The 

Palawan people, let me say that at the outset, are an open-aggregated, egalitarian and 
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“anarchic” people. Their collective organization is more like a fellowship, or a set of 

overlapping fellowships (Macdonald in press b). I refrain now to characterize it as a 

“social system”.  

Firstly friendship is reflected in several lexical categories carrying the meaning of 

“friend, companion, comrade, mate” (ibaq, ilaq, bilaq, mayaq, sebaya, kesigid, bedet), 

terms that are used in reference and vocatively, particularly ilaq or bilaq, “friend, mate, 

buddy”. Together with love and its vocabulary of endearment, friendship possesses thus a 

distinct lexicographic and cognitive domain. It shares the realm of interpersonal relations 

with kinship, which is their dominant idiom. In that respect there are two kinship 

categories that seem particularly conducive to a tie of friendship, one between co-

brothers-in-law (husbands of two sisters), the other between co-parents-in-law (parents of 

two spouses). I would include also a third category, that of a distant (3rd degree or more) 

cousin, more or less equivalent to stranger. This is particularly interesting. The reason 

indeed why these kin relations are considered to be particularly suited as friends is due to 

the fact that they are symmetrical, whereas all other kinship relations are asymmetrical 

(see below). 

Moreover there is a a specific name type, called lalew, which is the basis of an interesting 

custom. This name type is a reciprocal name used by two persons only. Such an 

institution that R. Needham labeled as a “friendship name”, (Needham 1971) has been 

observed in several cultures of the area (Macdonald 2010: 80). It signals a particularly 

close and intimate relation between two people who share common memories. It is 

typically established between individuals of the same age and/or generation, and same 

sex, who are not in an asymmetrical relation to each other as would be the case with in-

laws. Again we find a symmetrical relation that is singled out by means of a specific 

name type, a specific relationship of closeness and intimacy. 

The study or oral literature, particularly epics, displays the existence of two other 

categories of friends. One is established between accomplices in crime, evil characters 

who conspire against the hero of the story. The bad guys who call each other mayaq, 

“friends”, stand in clear contrast to the “good guys”, the hero and his relatives. One is 

another heroic character who will marry the sister of the main character of the story; the 

other one is a rival of the same, but a rival and opponent in a chivalric contest of knights, 
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in a vein similar to the Song of Roland in our mediaeval epic literature (Ravis-Giordani 

1999 p. 9). The latter becomes a “blood-brother” to the former. So the two categories of 

“best friends” become one a brother-in-law, the other a blood brother. Friendship is 

transcended into kinship.  

The overall picture is then more complex and nuanced than one could expect. The field of 

friendship seems to be carved out of that of kinship. Those who are in a close and 

asymmetrical relation of kinship are not friends, or cannot be friends, but friendship 

occasionally morphs into kinship. There are several kinds of friends and among those 

some are disreputable. So friendship is not always a relationship based on good morality. 

In the end, there is friendship everywhere but it never acquires a full status as a distinct 

and permanent institution. There appears to be no “friends for life” but brothers and 

sisters, or in-laws, and among those there is always one who is deemed superior and the 

other inferior: elder versus younger, wife-giver versus wife-taker (Macdonald 1977). 

Friendship works against the system as it were, since friendship posits a symmetrical 

relation, whereas kinship, as the dominant idiom of all social relations is structurally 

organized around asymmetrical relations. I concluded my study, however, by saying that 

in spite of it limited institutional recognition friendship among the Palawan, who are a 

supremely friendly sort of people, was everywhere.  

We are faced here with two paradoxes. The first one is the presence and the use of a 

system of asymmetrical relations among a strictly egalitarian people. I have made this 

observation a long time ago (Macdonald1977: 257) but really came to grips with it in a 

recent article (Macdonald in press b). The creation of equality with unequal dyadic 

relations is a paradox that can be explained. One reason why asymmetrical kinship 

relations do not result in an overall hierarchical system is the fact that they are not 

transitive (if A>B and B>C, then A>C or A=C, or A<C). Another reason is that 

asymmetry does not translate in an idiom of power. I see in moral authority and power 

two distinct realities.  Nobody gives orders, and if orders are given they may be 

disobeyed. The whole of society (if one is to use this term) is geared towards a high 

degree of personal autonomy and an absence of status differentiation. The system has a 

degree of complexity: it is not mechanically determined and obeys no linear order. It is 

stochastic. Compared to it, hierarchy is simple and mechanistic.  



  7 

The second paradox is presented by a community way of life whose ethos rests on amity 

(to use Pitt-Rivers’ words, id: 18), but that, at the same time, does not place friendship in 

a specially valued institutional niche.  Why is it so? Firstly the reality of friendship needs 

not necessarily translate into a distinct institutional form, no more than concepts are in 

every case matched by words. Secondly, friendship does to some extent receive cultural 

recognition through words and a specific name type (lalew, see above). Thirdly, 

friendship is always present, even in kinship. Indeed, all relations between kin, even the 

structurally important relation between in-laws, are open-ended and leave room for 

personal preferences. Kinship, among the Palawan, is a grid presenting agents with 

multiple choices, not a straight jacket of compulsory pairing of individuals (Macdonald in 

press b). In such a situation one chooses one’s parents as one chooses one’s friends. 

Finally and even more importantly, --in anticipation of the final conclusion of this 

essay—friendship should not be seen as a fixed relation or as a special institution, but as 

a capability of the human mind to bond in a certain way with other minds. It is more like 

energy, less like matter. In this way it underlies a number of statutory forms and should 

not be confused with them, no more than a gas or a liquid should be confused with the 

container in which it is kept. We would be correct then in saying that, among the 

Palawan, the vocabulary of kinship is the vocabulary of friendship. Even when friendship 

is asymmetrical there is respect and affection, not power and fear.  We should always be 

reminded that our own words are loose and inadequate tools with which we try 

ineffectually to capture the complex reality of human relationships. 

 

Friendship, religion and war 

I will look now at two other examples of social systems that in almost every respect stand 

in sharp contrast with the one I have just described. Interestingly those systems display 

various forms or types of friendship leading to a typology or classification of friendship 

categories. I shall critically examine this notion. 

In the Tibetan culture area, C. Jest examines several instances of ritual friendship, where 

friends are sworn into a religiously sanctioned compact (Jest 1999). Among the Ladakhi, 

studied by P. Dollfus, this “religious friendship”, called chos-spun, is the result of a 

divine choice and is marked by a reciprocal gift (Dollfus 1989: 183-5). This tie of divine 
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consanguinity is supposed to be stronger than those between kinsmen (between siblings 

or between parents and children) and is meant to last “until death and beyond” (184). The 

incest taboo applies to them. The relationship entails reciprocal gifts and mutual aid. 

Religious authorities bless and consecrate the tie through rituals, offerings and prayers, 

and thus monitor the whole process.  

Ladakhis seem to be a very amicable and gregarious people and they show it by creating 

various other forms of friendly associations. One is the dga-ne relationship marked by an 

exchange of gifts and making “dear and close friends” out of two previously unrelated 

individuals. It is deemed to be a permanent relationship. It obeys strictly codified 

modalities and has a highly moral content, each friend being a censor and a guardian of 

good moral behavior for the other (id: 187-8). Another form of friendly contract binds 

people who pledge mutual help to each other and functions like a mutual insurance 

company (id: 189). It is restricted to members of the Buddhist community. Yet another 

form of friendly relation takes the name grog-po, literally “comrade, companion” (id: 

190). It is institutionalized through an oath and a sacrifice. Among certain Tibetan 

communities it functions as a trade relation between partners from different villages and 

has a commercial utility. Among other communities the same term grog applies mainly to 

a tie started in childhood. It is neither compulsory nor formal. It is not conducive to a 

kinship tie binding other members of the family. It is actually the only instance of what I 

would call a pure or true friendship.  

Similar facts can be observed elsewhere in the Tibetan culture area. Among the Sherpas, 

for instance, sworn friends consecrate their brotherhood by undergoing an examination 

conducted by the headman, and by exchanging gifts (Jest 1999: 207).  

There are others aspects to this institution, but I want to summarize some relevant points. 

The tie that is created is: 1.Similar or identical to kinship, 2. Sanctioned by religious and 

secular authorities, 3. Marked by a reciprocal exchange of gifts, 4. Supposed to last until 

death or beyond. In other words a weak tie has been made a strong tie. The only 

exception here is the grog type friendship noted above.  

From this I conclude that “social” systems, that is social organizations based on the three 

fundamental principles of reciprocity, hierarchy and corporation, tend to transform a tie 

that is by nature weak into as socially and –in the Tibetan case—religiously sanctioned 
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strong tie.  What is a temporary and open-ended tie between two free agents has been 

turned into an eternal bond from which the agents cannot disengage themselves. Instead 

of being an entirely equal relation between two partners it is conceptualized as a bond 

based and sanctioned by a hierarchy (almost always religious in this culture area). In a 

dyadic relationship a third term has been introduced. The reciprocal gift of items is 

equally significant. Real friends of the sort described by La Fontaine in his little tale, do 

not need to give anything, as they already own everything in common (“L’un ne 

possédait rien qui n’appartînt à l’autre”). In other words they share, they do not 

exchange. Social systems transform sharing into reciprocity, thereby putting a free, equal, 

immanent, and open-ended tie in the cage of reciprocity, hierarchy, transcendence, and 

closed corporation. The priests -- society’s guardians among those systems that are most 

religiously inclined--, thus lock the door and make sure that the free and gregarious spirit 

of friendship does not escape its confinement and contaminates the rest of society. The 

function of censorship taken by the dga-ne relation mentioned above among the Ladaki is 

most significant in this respect. The sanctimonious oath taking and the kowtowing (Jest 

1999: 206) are there to remind friends that they owe their loyalty to the corporate and the 

divine, not to their own free will. 

 

Let us look now at a quite different situation, a culture where warfare more than religion 

is a main preoccupation. T. Kiefer, in a very useful contribution, has analyzed friendship 

ties among the Taosug people of the Sulu Archipelago (Kiefer 1968). These notoriously 

violent and warlike people (both internally and externally) seem to put a premium on 

such links. It must be noted however that these links are deemed to be weaker than 

kinship links (id: 227). The domain of friendship, if we follow Kiefer, is subdivided into 

9 different lexically marked categories. For the purpose and intent of this paper I shall 

consider only three, as the other categories do not seem to relate to my present concern 

(they are those of enemies, or dependants). The three classes are all covered by the term 

bagay, to which a verbal or adjectival qualifier is added in one case and reduplication in 

another. 

The first class is the bagay magtaymanghud, ritual friends who take an oath on the 

Koran. The bond cannot be broken without risk of supernatural sanction (id: 228). The 
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link is likened to kinship. The second class is that of bagay, “close friend”, marked by 

intimacy and solidarity. It may be formalized verbally by a promise. The third class, 

bagay-bagay, is a simple acquaintance (reduplication here has the semantic value of a 

diminutive). The first two classes of friends support each other in battle, the third class is 

neutral, potential enemy or possible friend and ally. It is then the dimension of alliance in 

warfare that is the common dimension of friendship with three graded values from total 

commitment to likely defection. Clearly a bagay magtaymanghud tie is a strong tie, the 

two others weak ties.  

Within the larger semantic field of amity versus enmity, the bagay magtaymanghud is 

located in a central position just in-between the real friend bagay, and the deadly enemy, 

bantah (id: 230). Interestingly the ritual friend can turn into an enemy and the opponent --

just as it happens in the song of Roland or in the Palawan epics-- can become a ritual 

friend. Although seen as the strongest tie, the bagay magtaymanghud is actually the most 

instable. Oath taking in this case insures that people in this category remain loyal, and 

those who break an oath incur the terrible consequences of a curse.  

People who swear over the Koran are generally equal to each other, but once they swear 

over the Koran they become dependant on each other. Oath taking over the Koran 

belongs then to a logic of dependence –reciprocal dependence maybe-- not one of 

friendship. It is dependence –based on a supernatural and divine sanction--that makes it a 

strong tie. It remains however, unstable and therefore weak, as the partners are equal to 

each other. Hence its ambivalence, it is structurally strong and weak at the same time. 

The Tausug society is characterized by loose and non-corporate communities with ill-

defined boundaries. Leadership is at times weak and communities show solidarity as well 

as frequent internal conflicts (id 234-5). To that extent Taosug resemble Palawan people. 

The former however are highly competitive and violence prone. Male members of the 

community regularly engage in feuding, with the aim of killing or being killed. The 

whole social fabric is permeated by ranking marked by titles and success in warfare, 

based on the ability to secure a large following. Friendship in this context is instrumental 

to warfare. “The principal feature of Tausug political organization in relation to warfare 

is the formation of dyadic friendship alliances between leaders of minimal alliance 

groups, and the pyramiding of these alliances into large fighting forces” (id: 238). 
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Moreover, since friendship is among the Taosug a dyadic tie, and since the pattern of 

structuring political life is conceived in terms of dyadic alliances, friendship (or what 

passes as friendship) becomes the building block of an entire political structure that is 

striving on warfare. In order to make war, one needs to build alliances, and in order to 

achieve alliances one needs to initiate and enforce dyadic ties of friendship. Friendship 

then becomes the very material with which Taosug political life is built. But, again, the 

main point is to make out of what is basically a weak link (bagay or bagay-bagay, “just 

friend”) a strong one (bagay magtaymanghud “blood brother), to transform an instable 

and transient one, into a permanent one. One cannot build a “hard” social structure with 

soft materials, nor can one win battles with inconsistent allies. Whether in a context of 

warfare or under the cultural supremacy of monastic orders, the ideological mechanisms 

are quite the same and both cultures, the Tibetan and the Taosug, use religion and law to 

transform a tie that is free, elective, independent from kinship, symmetrical, immanent 

and temporary, into one that compulsory, permanent, “sacred”, similar or identical to 

kinship, and conditional on the existence of a hierarchical order; whether the order is 

based on religion or nobility, is after all secondary. Because the Tibetan culture is more 

thoroughly religious and more peaceful, such ties of  “reinforced amity” are used for 

commerce, mutual aid and for support of monastic orders. But in any case one goes from 

a logic of freedom to a logic of dependence. 

 

Typologies of friendship 

In the concluding remarks of his article, T. Kiefer proposes to see in the four classes of 

Taosug friends –the three we have discussed above, plus the category of gapi’, “ally in 

warfare”—the four types of friendship distinguished by Cohen (1961): inalienable, close, 

casual, and expedient. It is a remarkable fact that many authors, faced with the 

complexity and flexibility of this phenomenon, end up proposing types or categories of 

friendship. The best known is that proposed by E. Wolf between expressive (or emotive) 

and instrumental (Wolf 1966).  Testart on his part build a classification of friendship or 

friendship-related relations based on two dimension with two opposite values each: 

whether the friendship is based on an oath, or not, whether the commitment is 

symmetrical or asymmetrical. It results in four classes: “modern-type friendship”, “blood 
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brotherhood”, “patron-client relationship of the Roman type” (“clientèle antique”), 

“vassalage of the feudal type” (“vassalité”) ( Testart 1999: 54).  

It is immediately clear that such a typology or classification is spurious to say the least. 

First of all it goes against the very definition of friendship posited at the start, namely that 

friendship is not part of the (social system) (“ne fait pas système”, id: 46, “n’engage pas 

le système juridique”, id: 48). The non- or a-social character of friendship is one that is 

noted by a majority of authors (“C’est une relation conçue en dehors de la structure 

sociale” writes Pitt-Rivers: 18, and see above, also Macdonald 1999, p. 177: “ce 

lien…fonctionne comme un lien social sans relever de la société”). This dimension (to 

not be a part of a social system or sub-system), is clearly a necessary element of its 

definition. Since it is also freely chosen and symmetrical (friends are equals, even if one 

of them is the President of the United States), one cannot see how this relationship can fit 

within the feudal system or the patron-client system, which are “systems” and which are 

also at the farthest conceptual remove of friendship; feudality, like  the patron-client 

relationship, entails (as Testart’s grid does) asymmetry and dependence. Wolf’s 

dichotomy between an “emotive” and an “instrumental” friendship makes the same error 

and Cohen’s typology is faulty for similar reasons: it confuses a weak tie with a strong 

tie.  

 

Friendship and evolution 

I think that such faulty conceptualizations can easily be explained on the basis and from 

the standpoint of the conceptual framework opposing anarchic and gregarious 

organizations to social structure. It is also explained with reference to hominid’s traits of 

behavior. I shall look then at friendship, not as a social category but as a dimension or 

capability (energy more than matter as I said before) of the human mind to bond 

amicably with other humans. Friendship is nothing after all but another word for 

gregariousness.   

What happened, in my view, is this: early humans were striving on ties based on intense 

but short-lived emotionality. This enabled them to create groups or networks, to 

cooperate and extend mutual help to each other. It was highly adaptive, solved certain 

problems but entailed difficulties as well, foremost among them was the problem noted 
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before of creating stable associations with weak and unstable interpersonal ties. 

Something new then happened at an early stage, before the so-called Neolithic revolution, 

something that precisely helps explain such a drastic change in human ways. I call that 

the “social” revolution, a change that radically transformed the previous situation. 

Somehow men invented or started to develop to an unprecedented extent the three big 

principles of “social” organization: reciprocity, corporation and hierarchy. At the same 

time their “Paleolithic brains” --to use a metaphor borrowed from simple evolutionary 

psychology—remained attuned to the ancient pre-Neolithic principles of gregarious 

engagement based on strict equality, sharing and immanence, or immediacy. These 

properties of our human minds and gregarious emotionalities have been shaped during at 

least nine tenths of the evolution of the species Homo sapiens, and probably have an even 

longer and deeper pedigree in our hominid ancestry (Maryanski 1994).  

So here we are, equipped with two sets of faculties: the gregarious and the social, which 

we tend to combine as oil and vinegar in our political salad. But, rather like oil and water, 

they do not combine very easily, they actually tend to keep separate at all times.  

What social systems do, and what social anthropologists do, like Testart and the others, is 

to mix both and finally confuse them: amity with sociality. As a weak, immanent, 

symmetrical, non hierarchical and impermanent tie, friendship cannot really serve society 

but undermines it. Proponents of an order-oriented system, from the supporters of royalty 

to Marxian historical materialists, know for a fact that they their worst enemy is anarchy, 

and those who believes more in their own free choice of association than in any collective 

commitment, who put more stock in personal ties than in a collective abstraction. (Albert 

Camus was reviled for saying that he preferred his mother to revolution1).  

Social systems, and both the Tibetan and the Taosug examples show that very clearly, use 

friendship to help build social systems of dependence and hierarchy; at the same time 

they do all they can to transform an immanent tie in a transcendent one: by praying to the 

gods, taking an oath over sacred texts, mobilizing the clergy, brandishing the threat of 

curses, and, when everything else fails, pretending that friendship is like blood. Our 

social scientists follow suite.  
                                                        
1 When asked whether he would support the just revolutionary struggle of the F.N.L., in 
spite of civilian casualties caused by terrorist attacks, Camus answered: “Si j’avais à choisir 
entre cette justice et ma mère, je choisirais ma mère.” 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Summary 

In itself   friendship, together with love, is a complex phenomenon from a psychological 

point of view. It is a feeling or disposition that has a deep mental and emotional 

resonance within the human psyche but one that is not easily conducive to stable relations 

of cooperation in the long-term.  In any case, it plays in a very volatile field, as small 

bands of hunters-gatherers have shown (Wilson 1975) and as our everyday experience 

attests.  

However, among the emotional clusters that underlie human behavior, the need to 

connect happily with other humans, is possibly the most universal. The reason for that is 

that humans are gregarious before being social. However, let us say it again, weak ties, -- 

friendship among them—create the possibility of cooperation but hardly the best 

conditions thereof. It is the wellspring of altruism and a means to act collectively, but in a 

limited way. That is why social systems use it constantly but pervert it systematically. 

I have tried to show that the notion friendship points toward a basic ability or dimension 

of the human mind to bond and engage others. This dimension is premised on our 

biological heritage as gregarious animals. Society is an added dimension, probably a 

more recent one in our genetic make-up, but one that has become the dominant and 

inescapable option of our species today. Luckily or not, however, our pre-Neolithic 

disposition towards amity, immediacy, equality, and sharing has not died out, but has 

stayed with us, in spite of conditions that are usually not conducive to its free and total 

expression.  Ethnography illustrates this situation admirably, as I have tried to show using 

a couple of Asian examples.  

Friendship and its cognate dispositions of amity, love, fondness, camaraderie, 

companionship, and so on, remains as an anarchic element in our social world, one we 

relish in refugee communities, post-disasters spontaneous organizations, revolutionary 

upsurges (the Paris Commune, the Spanish anarchist movement), enclaved intentional 

communities, therapeutic programs, pirate heavens, world religions, or simple everyday 

“temporary autonous zones” (Bey 2003) such as picnics  between friends on Sundays or 

the tea ceremony in Japan. But, inasmuch as non hierarchical ties threaten the social 

state-centered fabric, they subvert society. Society masquerades friendship by pretending 



  15 

that it can be equated to a relation of dependence or bondage. Patrons have always upheld 

the pretence of benevolence and generosity towards their clients (Macdonald in press c). 

This Big Hoax is often perpetuated, unwittingly, by social scientists. 
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