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Understanding Relationships

Relationships are not all the same. Some are linked to daily life, others are
brought into play at more exceptional times; some are important, others
are insignificant or occasional. After the initial encounter, the links
between the individuals concerned acquire their own “content,” their
“common motivation.” The subject of this section is the various sorts of
relationships and their modes of existence. The differences observed
between relationships are very closely linked to the questions asked in
surveys. After all, network analysts generally begin by constructing lists of
relationships on the basis of “name generators.” For example, questions
such as “Who are your best friends?” or “Who did you speak to last week?”
produce a list of names or first names. Some generators are intended to
capture as many names of individuals linked to the interviewee as possible,
while others are aimed at closer, more intense relationships.

Relationships always come with stories attached to them. But how do
these stories arise? What is important? Some one-off interactions are
memorable and leave a strong impression, but they do not constitute a
relationship. An exchange of a few sentences, a certain affinity, or maybe a
joke remain in the memory, but no lasting link has been forged. The
difference between a relationship and an interaction is that an interaction
is a one-off event, whereas a relationship is a series of interactions between
the same individuals. If these interactions are repeated and become incorp-
orated into certain routines, they may give rise to familiarity, mutual
recognition, and expectations. In many cases, however, this series of
interactions remains defined by the role more than by an attachment
between individuals. Thus, one can go regularly to the same shop or club
without a relationship ever developing, because each time this happens it is
as if it were for the first time. The shopkeeper remains a shopkeeper, the
customer a customer. Sometimes, by dint of repetition, but especially when
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an event or an encounter in another context causes those involved to step
out of their roles, the new shared experience has the effect of changing the
interactions that follow. A new layer of potential exchanges is opened up,
the relational space expands and a story begins to take shape and unfold.
This process can be spread out over time or may sometimes be very short if
precipitated by an event or crisis.1

CHARACTERIZING RELATIONSHIPS

Once the relationship is firmly established, various types of interactions
will help to sustain it and keep it going. People talk to each other, face to
face or on the telephone, they play tennis, they do each other favors, invite
each other to dinner, and so on. Measurement of these interactions, of
their frequency and variety, is useful in characterizing the relationship.
Nevertheless, it is important always to separate these measurements, which
relate to interactions, from those concerning the intensity of the relation-
ship. After all, one can have very significant or affective relationships with
people whom one sees just once a year or, conversely, have relationships
that are neither intense nor personal with people one sees every day.
Similarly, an exchange of small services does not automatically signify
great commitment or a highly personal relationship. Thus, we will take
care to distinguish between the “formal” dimension of interactions, their
frequency and the exchanges to which they give rise, on the one hand, and,
on the other, the substantive dimension of the relationships that they bring
into play, while at the same time examining the linkages between the two
aspects. For example, certain experiences or exchanges may alter the
quality of a relationship. Thus, some people state that the transition from
mere “chumminess” to real friendship dates from a vacation taken together
or from crucial help given at a critical time. This being so, these same
individuals will know other people with whom such exchanges have not
taken place but whom they nevertheless describe as friends. Consequently,
it is through questioning that the links between interactions and the
qualities of relationships have to be investigated.
The knowledge each has of the other and of past interactions may not be

symmetrical. One may know the other better than he/she knows him/her,
whether because the other opens up more easily, because one is more
“interested” in the other and more readily remembers what he/she learns

1 Claire Bidart has examined these processes in the case of friendship: C. Bidart, L’amitié, un
lien social (Paris: La Découverte, 1997).
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about him/her, or because one has the advantage of outside information
about the other. However, it is clear that a unilateral acquaintance cannot
be considered a relationship. We may feel we have intimate knowledge of
certain individuals with a high media profile (celebrities, politicians, etc.),
but if we have not interacted with them, they do not know us and we do
not have a relationship with them. If we have interacted (by getting them to
give us their autograph, for example) but the person in question does not
recognize us, there is no relationship either. The word “recognition” has
several meanings, all of which may be involved in the construction of a
relationship. A person recognizes our face and identifies us. A person
recognizes our value and accords us a place in her world. A person is
grateful to us in recognition of the help we have given her. The first case is
essential if mere interaction is to develop further into a relationship, the
second is closely associated with it, and the third may very well never
happen even in some very important relationships. Thus, in order to
become a relationship, knowledge of another person must be accompanied
by interactions that will show, in particular, that we recognize that person
as someone with whom we can associate. Thus, to recognize a person is to
show a commitment to that person, with the minimum requirement being
simply to admit the existence of a relationship, which is itself maintained
over time. Thus, a word expressing commitment will represent a step
toward other exchanges that, as they accumulate, will create the depth
and the history that turns the interaction into a relationship.

Hence, a relationship implies mutual history, knowledge, and
commitment. Here also, two meanings of the term are combined. Com-
mitment is a sort of promise, an indication that the relationship is going to
continue to be of interest to us in the future, that the recognition of another
person will be maintained. By projecting this relationship into the future, it
is being given a temporal dimension. The story has begun. Commitment is
also a way of affirming that one is personally involved, willing to give “of
one’s self” and ready to accept one’s responsibilities. In recognizing and
affirming a relationship with another person, it is an individual’s identity
that is being involved.

This commitment to another person is usually accompanied by an
affective or emotional dimension. We value – to varying degrees – the
people with whom we have relationships, we seek out their presence, we
look forward to seeing them; for some of them, we may have feelings of
friendship or even love. One may also, for various reasons, have relation-
ships with people whom one does not value. Such enforced relationships
may be linked to one’s family (the relationship between a woman and her
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mother-in-law can be very strained, but it is still a relationship, the product
essentially of their roles within the family), one’s work (we try to remain
polite with those colleagues whom we find disagreeable but have to deal
with nevertheless), one’s neighborhood, etc. These enforced relationships
are interpersonal relationships insofar as they involve repeated inter-
actions, mutual knowledge, and a form of commitment, however minimal
or formal. All things considered, however, interpersonal relationships have
a positive affective dimension. Sociologists have tended to ignore this
dimension, doubtless intimidated by its proximity to questions that tend
to be the province of psychologists, the difficulty of dealing with these very
subjective data that are difficult to gather and measure, or even by the lack
of academic credit accorded to these questions in the dominant approaches
to their discipline.
It would seem safer to infer the strength of a relationship from more

“objective” or at least more factual information (in both cases, of course,
any judgments are based on the statements of those concerned), such as
the frequency of meetings or the possibility for mutual assistance. How-
ever, as we have already noted, such an inference is unwarranted and
deprives us of the value of investigating the linkage between the practical
and affective aspects of a relationship. It is, after all, perfectly possible to
examine affects from a sociological perspective without entering into
complex considerations. For example, asking two young women if they
feel close to each other, if they are real friends or just buddies, or even what
the nature of the tie between them is, may be sufficient to draw conclusions
about the quality of the tie and its affective character without reducing
them to any particular type of exchange. Thus, it can be seen that this
affective dimension is absolutely central to the existence of the relationship
and even to the most effective aspects of its strength.2

Asking questions about the “mainspring” of the tie between two indi-
viduals, about the motivating force that “makes it tick,” is a way of adding
flesh to the bones of the relationship. This dimension is very seldom
tackled head on. The mainspring of a relationship is what constitutes the
attraction and commitment between two individuals, what keeps them
together, over and above the various qualities of the relationship.3 This

2 D. Krackhardt, “The Strength of Strong Ties: The Importance of Philos in Organization,”
in N. Nohria and R. G. Eccles (eds.) Networks and Organization: Structure, Form, and
Action (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 1992), pp. 216–239.

3 C. Bidart, “En búsqueda del contenido de las redes sociales: los ‘móviles’ de las relaciones,
A la recherche de la substance des relations: le ressort du lien,” REDES 16 (2009). http://
revista-redes.rediris.es/pdf-vol16/vol16_7.pdf.
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mainspring, or motivating force, has its roots in part in the individuals’
backgrounds and qualities and in the interactions and ties between them.
However, it cannot be reduced to these elements. One of the questions put
to the Caen panel sums up this notion of mainspring: “Finally, what brings
you together, is it mainly . . .?” (Table 1.1) There followed a list of twelve
items from which interviewees could select a maximum of two responses.4

These response items require some clarification:

– In some cases, a family tie constitutes the relationship’s sole motivat-
ing force: it is “only” a family tie, which on some occasions is
mentioned almost as an automatic reflex (if an uncle is mentioned,
it is sometimes awkward not to mention the aunt); in other cases, the
family tie is accompanied by other relational mainsprings (emotional
attachment, personal qualities, etc.). However, with this response the
family role takes precedence and is the dominant force sustaining the
relationship.

– Another relational mainspring has its roots in another shared part of
the individual’s network, namely “buddies in common.” This
response shows the multiplier effect produced by a network, which
grows by creating new relationships from the existing ones.

– The fact that children (usually of the same age) can constitute the
main motivating force in a relationship was not suggested until the
third wave of the survey, the participants having previously been too

Table 1.1 Frequency of responses selected over the four waves of the Caen panel
survey

What brings you together: %

A family tie above all 28
Friends, buddies in common 15
Our children (only in waves 3 and 4) 1
One or more shared activities (including work or study) 13
You help each other 3
You can confide in each other 7
An emotional attachment primarily (friendship . . .) 25
The simple pleasure of being together 19

4 These items were constructed on the basis of the first wave of the survey, when the
response was open-ended and then coded. From the second wave onward, respondents
were asked to choose from the list. The two possible responses have been merged here, as
have the four waves of the survey.
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young. In this case as well, the mainspring has its roots in other
relationships that establish connections.

– The shared activities response also places the relationship into its
context. Whether it be school, university, work, or leisure, the rela-
tionship has at its heart a shared activity.

– Mutual aid may be the initial motivating force behind a relationship,
but the fact that it applies to only a small share of the relationships
here suggests we should be wary of the “utilitarian” vision of rela-
tionships. The exchange and resource dimension dominates the rela-
tional content here.

– The possible sharing of confidences puts the emphasis on the degree
of intimacy in the mutual exchanges. Here too, the relationship is
above all a vector for support, provided in this case by listening to
very private words and enabling self-disclosure.

– Emotional attachment comes in second, but in first place if family is
excluded. Thus, the majority of relationships are a question of feel-
ings, which may seem obvious but is worth emphasizing.

– The “simple pleasure of being together” also emphasizes the free gift
and conviviality that relationships provide above all.

– The importance of a shared past shows the importance of a relation-
ship’s history, which may still be shaping a current relationship.

– The friend’s qualities are sometimes mentioned as the main motivat-
ing force, in which case the relationship really does revolve around
the interpersonal dimension.

– The “not much, nothing” item shows that some relationships are
mentioned rather by convention. This applies particularly when they
are mentioned in “bundles,” for example, within groups of buddies or
families.

This brief look at the mainsprings of the relationships, as those involved
see them, shows that the substance of relationships is very diverse. Exam-
ination of some of their qualities will help to characterize relationships
more precisely.
Relationships may have their roots in a single context or in several

contexts simultaneously. This multiplexity shows that a network can
superpose different social circles and combine various contexts, even for
the same relationship. But at what point can we say that a relationship is
multiplex? When it moves out of the place where the individuals con-
cerned first met? When the variety of topics discussed goes beyond the
register of the initial context? When the contexts in which shared activities

28 Understanding Relationships

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004


and exchanges take place proliferate? When motivating forces emerge that
place greater emphasis on personal qualities? Obviously, there is no one
answer to this question and some situations are ambiguous. Some contexts,
such as work and neighborhood, are spaces in which relationships are
fairly commonly located, giving rise to designations for the clearly identi-
fied relational roles of colleague and neighbor. However, contexts can be
defined on the basis of many criteria other than these roles or the initial
settings; these include places currently frequented, shared activities, and so
on. It depends on the relationships under investigation.

Multiplexity is connected with the intensity of ties. In the Toulouse
survey, multiplexity is measured by the number of contexts for which the
same person is mentioned. Family members, friends, and close relation-
ships are generally more multiplex than neighbors, colleagues, or mere
acquaintances. In the Caen panel, this multiplexity is also measured by the
number of contexts in which a relationship is mentioned, but also by the
multiplicity of shared activities and by the interviewee’s declaration that
he/she spends time with that person outside of the context. This last point
is, incidentally, one of the two criteria used to differentiate strong from
weak ties. For each of the names mentioned, interviewees were asked if
they considered that person to be important or if they saw him/her outside
of the context in question. This questioning was based on the hypothesis
that a tie capable of freeing itself from the original context by becoming
more multiplex is more particularized and personalized and thereby
becomes stronger. If the relationship was declared important or moved
outside of the context, it was regarded as a strong tie. Use of these two
criteria enabled us to verify the hypothesis of a link between multiplexity
and the strength of a tie: 82 percent of the relationships regarded as
important are indeed multiplex ones. This said, the two criteria do not
overlap completely since, despite everything, 18 percent of important ties
are not multiplex (these tend to be family ties, although not exclusively so).
Moreover, 36.6 percent of non-important ties are actually multiplex. Thus,
the two notions of a tie’s strength, on the one hand, and its multiplexity, on
the other, are not exactly one and the same thing. Certain specialized ties
may acquire great intensity (a former professional partnership, for
example) whereas more multiplex relationships may turn out to be lacking
in intensity (e.g., relatively peripheral friends in a group of young people).

Efforts have always been made, to varying extents, to assess the strength
of ties. Obviously, certain relationships involve considerable attention and
affection, whereas others remain at a minimum level of recognition. Trust
and emotional intensity were two of the criteria used by Granovetter to
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define the more general notion of the “strength of a tie.”5 We will have an
opportunity to reconsider this notion, which incorporates various aspects
of relationships, but we can say here that everything we have just touched
on can be highly variable in its intensity, whether we are dealing with
the knowledge, commitment, emotional dimension, mainspring, or
multiplexity associated with the tie in question. These variations in inten-
sity are complex and utilize a mix of registers involving a number of
different dimensions. Nevertheless, most network analysts have attempted
to combine the criteria that seem to them most relevant in order to form
two broad categories: “strong” ties and “weak” ties. The idea is to differen-
tiate those relationships that constitute a “cluster” of close associates
around the individual from those that form a wider “halo” around him,
connecting him to the wider society. The problem is that it is difficult to
compare surveys in this respect, since the criteria used are not the same
and are sometimes even left very vague. It sometimes seems that the
frequency of meetings or the level of mutual support provided are regarded
as the primary criteria, while in other cases it is suggested that certain roles,
notably those of family and friends, give the tie greater strength. In some
surveys, the name generators immediately target the strongest ties, the
most intense “core” of a network, by giving interviewees the choice of
naming the people they consider “closest” to them.6 Thus, once they have
been identified more or less methodically, strong and weak ties constitute
two levels of relationship that can be fruitfully compared.
One of the points our two surveys have in common is that they recon-

struct a significantly wider network. Afterwards, the respondents were
asked to describe the ties very precisely. In this method, the intensity of
the tie is not confused with the forms of interactions and the link between
these two dimensions can be posed in the form of a question, as we
indicated above. Consequently, we preferred to begin by constructing the

5 Mark Granovetter gave this distinction between strong and weak ties a key position in his
theory of the strength of weak ties. M. S. Granovetter, “The Strength of Weak Ties,” The
American Journal of Sociology 78 (1973), 1360–1380.

6 This is the case, for example, with Barry Wellman, who asks interviewees to name “the
people that you feel closest to.” B. Wellman, “The Community Question: The Intimate
Networks of East Yorkers,” The American Journal of Sociology 84(5) (1979), 1201–1231. It
is also the case with Ronald Burt, who analyzed the General Social Survey in the United
States, in which respondents were asked to list “who are the people with whom you have
discussed important personal matters.” R. S. Burt, “Network Items and the General Social
Survey,” Social Networks 6 (1984), 293–339. In both of these cases, the analysts are
concerned more with the “core” of very close associates than with the wider “halo” of
an individual’s extended network.
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entire network on the basis of the contexts; we then identified the individ-
uals the respondents regarded as important, asked them if they considered
them to be close friends, buddies, or mere acquaintances, and had them
specify the motivating force behind the ties, etc. We then examined how
many times they saw them in a year, what activities they shared with them,
if they had already helped them or influenced them in their decisions, if
they would be willing to share a flat with them, etc.

RELATIONSHIPS IN NETWORKS AND CIRCLES

Let us now look beyond the characteristics of relationships considered as
singular entities and examine the way in which they combine together to
become part of networks and circles. The first question is that of the scale
of an individual’s relational environment.

One of the ways of getting an idea of variations in intensity and of their
consequences for our perception of relationships and the size of networks
is to ask oneself the apparently simple question of how many people one
knows. What does it mean to know a person? Where does a relationship
begin? At what point does one stop being part of an interaction between
strangers or playing a prescribed role? These are actually not simple
questions. If the threshold were to be set at the lowest possible point, then
coexistence of any kind would ultimately be regarded as a relationship and
one could be linked to the planet’s six or seven billion other inhabitants.
This, as it were, is the ground zero of relational intensity. One commonly
used way of setting a minimum threshold is to require that each person
knows the other’s name. However, studies have shown that there is an
“anonymous swathe” of people whom one can locate in terms of where
they live and what they do for a living but whose name one does not
know.7 For example, when elderly people are asked about people whom
they could ask to help them should a problem arise, it is not uncommon
for them to give answers such as “the little lady who lives on the corner of
the street” or “the nurse who comes every other day, she’s so kind.”
Conversely, there are some people whom we know by name but whom
we do not regard as acquaintances. Nevertheless, memorizing someone’s
name is a useful criterion for identifying ties, which may be very weak.
How many people do we know in this sense? Various experiments have
been carried out, for example, by encouraging people to remember names

7 J. K. Eckert, The Unseen Elderly: A Study of Marginally Subsistent Hotel Dwellers (San
Diego: Campanile Press, 1980).
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with the telephone book.8 Obviously, the results depend on the method
used, but they range between 600 and 6,000 names depending also on
country, town, and the social status of the individuals questioned; it turns
out that the number of people one knows or has known is around 5,000 on
average. Thus, if we use knowing one another’s name as the criterion for
defining an individual’s relational environment, then that world is very
densely populated. However, many of these relationships obviously operate
at a minimal level of commitment and knowledge. We would not dare to
ask even a very simple favor of most of these people. So let us take another,
more demanding criterion, namely the number of people we could ask to
introduce us to someone we do not know. This is a favor that commits a
person: to introduce someone is often also to act as guarantor, to vouch for
his or her qualities. It is estimated that, in general, the number of people
meeting this criterion is on the order of 200 on average.9 The anthropolo-
gist and biologist Robin Dunbar put the size of “natural human groups” at
no more than 150 individuals, due to cognitive constraints.10

In many surveys of personal networks, such as that conducted by
Fischer, name generators are used. Between 15 and 30 names are obtained
on average by this method (18.5 in Fischer’s case, 27 for the Toulouse
survey).11 For the Caen panel, using a name generator based on all life
contexts, the average number of relationships per respondent, and taking
all waves of the survey together, is 37.6 (the people whom one knows or
with whom one speaks in each of these contexts). The average number of
strong ties (multiplex or important ones) is 23.4, while the average number
of weak ties (neither multiplex nor declared to be important) is 14.2. Again,
in this Caen panel survey, the interviews in each wave of the survey always
opened with the following question: “Who are the people who are cur-
rently important to you, who matter to you?” On average, 10.4 names were

8 I. de Sola Pool, “Contacts and Influence,” Social Networks 1 (1978), 5–51, reprinted in
M. Kochen (ed.), The Small World (Norwood: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1989);
L. Freeman, C. R. Thompson, “Estimating Acquaintanceship Volume,” in M. Kochen
(ed.) The Small World (Norwood: Ablex Publishing, 1989), pp. 147–158; H. R. Bernard,
E. C. Johnsen, P. D. Killworth, C. McCarty, G. A. Shelley, “Estimating the Size of Personal
Networks,” Social Networks 12(4) (1990), 289–312.

9 P. D. Killworth, H. R. Bernard, “The Reversal Small World Experiment,” Social Networks
1 (1978), 159–192,

10 R. Dunbar, “Coevolution of Neocortex Size, Group Size and Language in Humans,”
Behavioral and Brain Sciences 16 (1993), 681–735.

11 The difference between the number of names in the US survey and that of Toulouse is
due to the fact that in the US survey, investigators stopped at the first eight or ten names,
while in the Toulouse survey, investigators noted every name cited by the respondents.
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mentioned in response to this point-blank question, which is similar to the
name generators that target the core of networks of close relationships.
And if the aim is to identify the more intense ties, then the name gener-
ators used in surveys of the type conducted by Fischer include some that
target, for example, the people with whom the interviewee discusses
personal problems or asks for advice when making important decisions.
On average, such questions generate just two or three names. A result of
the same order is obtained when the name generator focuses on interview-
ees’ confidants, the people to whom they are willing to entrust serious,
secret things that can affect their lives. In these cases also, the number of
ties falls to a handful, three on average.12

The various criteria for measuring the intensity of ties usually tend to go
along the same lines, but this is not always the case. When the individuals
in question live far away from each other, the criteria for measuring
intensity, such as intimacy or affective quality, are disconnected from those
used to measure actual practices, such as the frequency of exchanges or the
importance of any material support. The strongest ties, as measured by
the intrinsic criteria of affective intensity, tend to be more frequent in
geographically distant relationships than in those that are in the
neighborhood. We will examine the spatial aspect of relationship networks
in greater detail in Chapter 8, but we can state here and now what this
difference signifies, which is that only “strong” ties as measured by the
intrinsic criteria withstand distance. This also confirms that the various
criteria usually used to assess the “strength of ties” must be differentiated
from each other. By shifting the cursor of relationship intensity in this way,
we have moved from several thousand to just a few names, around 1,000
times fewer. Thus, our idea of a person’s network differs considerably
depending on the criteria we adopt to identify the relationships. The choice
and construction of the types of name generators are absolutely crucial in
network analyses and go hand in hand with very specific hypotheses and
research objects.13

12 A. Ferrand, L. Mounier, “Social Discourse and Normative Influences,” in A. Spira,
N. Bajos and the ACSF Group (eds.) Sexual Behaviour and AIDS (Dartmouth: Aldershot,
1994), pp. 140–148. http://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-00257614/fr/.

13 See, in particular, H. R. Bernard, G. A. Shelley, P. Killworth, “How Much of a Network
Does the GSS and RSW Dredge Up,” Social Networks 9 (1987), 49–61; A. Marin, “Are
Respondents More Likely to List Alters with Certain Characteristics? Implications for
Name Generator Data,” Social Networks 26 (2004), 289–307; C. Bidart, J. Charbonneau,
“How to Generate Personal Networks: Issues and Tools for a Sociological Perspective,”
Field Methods 23(3) (2011), 266–286.
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The case of the family is a rather particular one. After all, the members
of our family constitute a more or less clearly defined and finite unit that is
governed by the rules of kinship. We cannot extend it simply on a whim,
even though we might declare that a friend is “like a brother to us” or that
certain family ties, such as those in reconstituted families, have certain
similarities with the relationships between friends. Moreover, the relation-
ship between a mother and her daughter is obviously not fully delineated
by the social rules and prescriptions that define the mother-daughter role.
The interactions between them may be harmonious or conflictive, close or
strained. Some authors speak of the relative “liberalization” of family
relationships: modernity is said to be turning family ties and obligations
into primarily elective and affective relationships.14 However, although
kinship today undoubtedly forms the basis for a more diverse range of
relationships than used to be accepted in the past, it is still a structural,
anthropological tie that is not readily negotiable.
Above all, it is important to separate those aspects of family relation-

ships that are a product of family roles from those produced by the
development of a family relationship over time, that is, by its history. To
that end, we can attempt to isolate these two dimensions from each other:
the one that reflects the symbolic, anthropological, and structural roles of
parents and their children or of brothers and sisters, uncles and aunts, etc.,
and the one that reflects the temporary and evolving experience of kinship
and of interactions with family members.15 Family relationships develop
on two different levels: that of family position, which remains unalterable
and unconditional regardless of what happens, and that of the history of
the relationship, which gives it a variable intensity and causes it to evolve
and be sensitive to events. Relationships change at the various stages of the
life course. In particular, when young people become adults, they construct
a relationship with their parents that becomes increasingly interpersonal.
The fixity of family position and the role it determines is gradually overlaid
by an increasingly substantial relational dimension that is based more and
more on interpersonal interactions and developments. This is not to say
that the relationship replaces the formal role, rather that it envelops and
coexists with it. This new relationship “between adults” is constructed both
within the family role and with the addition of an increasing dyadic
relational dimension. This is the story told, for example, by Emeline, one

14 See, for example, the work by François de Singly in France.
15 C. Bidart, A. Pellissier, “Entre parents et enfants: liens et relations à l’épreuve du

cheminement vers la vie adulte,” Recherches et Prévisions 90 (2007), 29–39.

34 Understanding Relationships

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004


of the young people in the Caen panel who observed how her aunt Odile’s
view of her changed. Initially, her aunt simply “pigeonholed” her as a child
in the family:

For her, I was absolutely just a part of the family structure. I didn’t particularly
stand out in my family. She used to bawl me out sometimes, because at that time
she was still pigeonholing me as a teenager, along with her own sons. It’s com-
pletely different now. We have great conversations. So I like her a lot. And now
I really stand out as an individual relative to my family.

This individualization develops in tandem with the adult relationship, not
outside it but above and beyond it.

The ways of characterizing relationships listed above concern the rela-
tionship itself – its intensity, its diversity, and its qualities. However, it is
also useful to characterize a relationship in terms of the attributes of the
parties involved and, in particular, to compare these attributes in order to
assess their degree of similarity. Such a characterization is located at the
level of the dyad, which comprises the two individuals connected by the tie.
In general, homophily is defined as the tendency to maintain relationships
with individuals who are similar to oneself, at least on one level. Homo-
phily or similarity may concern a large number of characteristics.
A relationship may be homophilic in terms of age (i.e., there is little
difference in age between the two individuals), gender (two men or two
women), level of education (both parties are graduates), etc. The friends
may be similar by one criterion but not according to another. This
dimension of relationships is very important, since it provides a starting
point for addressing the question of social cohesion and segregation
processes. The effects of homophily are generally quite pronounced but
they vary depending on context, social category, and type of relationship.
The fact that people tend to keep company with others similar to them-
selves, including when it comes to “voluntary” relationships, is evidence of
the strength of the social divisions in question, as well as of the unequal
distribution of that strength in society.16 Thus, the degree of segregation
and self-regulation varies depending on the sector and constituent element
in question. We will return to the question of homophily in Chapter 9. The
important thing here is to be aware that a relationship is characterized by
its own qualities but also by the distance between the characteristics of the

16 An extensive literature has developed around these phenomena. See, in particular: L. M.
Verbrugge: “Multiplexity in Adult Friendship,” Social Forces (1979), 1286–1309 and
M. McPherson, L. Smith-Lovin, J. M. Cook: “Birds of a Feather: Homophily in Social
Networks,” Annual Review of Sociology 27 (2001), 415–444.
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individuals that it connects. On a larger scale, this preference for people
like oneself sheds light on and reinforces social divisions and the various
effects of segregation.
Nevertheless, homophily is far from being the rule and, fortunately,

conflicting tendencies disrupt its unifying tendency. Thus, partners can
be characterized not by their similarity or dissimilarity but by their
complementarity. Many relationships are, after all, based at least initially
on complementary roles: doctor-patient, teacher-pupil, and so on. This
complementarity can be instituted or formalized, but it may also be more
informal and based on subtle character traits or skills. Selectors for team
sport are constantly searching for complementarities. This is a relatively
unexplored aspect of social relationships but it may be very important in
pairing or matching situations. Thus, each context is a combination of
homophily and diversity, with social institutions and contexts helping to
define selection processes and specific balances. Thus, the school system
contributes to strict segregation by age but tends, conversely, to mix
boys and girls. It also claims to mix social classes, as long as catchment
areas are respected and residential segregation is not too strong. This
example points to the social and political issues surrounding this question
of homophily.
Except for certain particular roles, exchanges of services do not provide

the main motivation for relationships. It may even seem offensive to
mention the idea that they might be motivated by self-interest or that the
exchanges of services should be evenly balanced. In most cases, as we saw
with the Caen panel, a relationship exists for itself, particularly for the
affective tie or just for “the simple pleasure of being together,” while
mutual assistance is the motivation for the tie in only 3.7 percent of
relationships. This puts it far behind all the other more “disinterested”
motives. And yet, even though a relationship may not be based on or
explained by exchanges of goods or services, this does not preclude many
diverse forms of assistance from circulating within it, whether they be
material (mutual assistance) or more symbolic (influence). Households
help each other out, with neighbors and friends lending each other
tools, looking after children, and watering house plants or gardens
during holidays; households belonging to the same family also provide
services for each other but, in addition, generally take care of people in
difficulty and may possibly also lend each other money. More broadly,
giving advice or sometimes even simply lending a sympathetic ear con-
stitutes an exchange of resources that helps to reassure, comfort, and
make people feel like others, approved and recognized. Thus, certain
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“significant others”17 may shape our lives without us thinking to say that
they “helped” us directly. Furthermore, from our point of view, the term
“resources” has its “dark” side, since it can imply constraints. After all,
relationships generally result in constraints on behavior by directly pre-
venting us from doing certain things, creating obligations, requiring time
and attention, dissuading us, and so on. We will return to these aspects of
relationships in Chapter 10.

Interpersonal relations (and the networks that they constitute) are
combined with affiliation to collective entities that we call sets, groups, or
social circles as the case may be. We do not intend to enter here into a
debate on collective entities in the social world. In what follows, we will be
taking into consideration only those groups of which individuals are able
to recognize themselves as members. We use the term “social circle” to
denote these groups. The individuals belonging to a social circle are aware
of being part of that circle and can recognize those who are also part of it
and those who are not. This excludes lists of individuals drawn up without
this being brought to their attention, for example, on some websites. Social
circles have boundaries, however fluid and shifting they may be, an inside
and an outside, forms of collective identification (the fact that members
can say “we”) and a designation. Its members share certain resources that
define the circle relative to what is external to it: being a member of a
family, a group, an organization, or a nation is to have a certain number of
duties toward the other members and a right to the resources shared within
the circle. Some of these resources define the parameters for the exchanges
between members, their rights and obligations, as well as the way in which
they are supposed to exercise them. These are mediation resources. They
are the formal or informal rules, the stories about the circle, which, woven
together, form a sort of collective narrative, as well as the tangible coordin-
ation mechanisms (internal means of communication, for example). This
definition is a very broad one. Circles can be very small (pairs of friends)
or very large (a nation); they may be very loosely organized (a group
of friends) or highly structured (a company); they may last a long time
(a church) or be short-lived (the people involved in a protest movement,
for example). Logically, there is no reason why a relationship, which is a
dyad or pair of individuals who have a sustained relationship for a certain
period of time, cannot be regarded as constituting a particular kind of
circle. Nevertheless, there is a fundamental difference between a circle

17 G. H. Mead, Mind, Self, and Society, ed. Charles W. Morris (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1934).
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comprising two individuals and a circle consisting of any number of
people. In the first case, if one of the individuals withdraws from the circle
or disappears, then the circle disappears at the same time, whereas a circle
with more members can survive perfectly well if one of its members leaves,
even though the departure will change it.
Circles can be differentiated from each other by the way in which they

are likely to influence the formation of relationships among their members.
First of all, there are those circles in which membership is generally
“inherited,” such as families, clans, nations, and neighborhoods. Then
there are “utilitarian” circles that are based on pursuit of an objective
outside the circle itself, for example, companies or associations that have
a specific goal. In this case, it is the objective being pursued (production,
game, etc.) that leads the individuals to become members of the circle. To
this category will be assigned all cases in which individuals become aware
of having a common interest and come together in order to defend or
promote it. Finally, there are “identification” circles, whose objective is
based on an idea (religions, philosophical circles, and groups of supporters
or “fans” can all be put into this category). In this case, the objective of
participation seems to be the participation itself. From this point of view,
even regulars in a bar can constitute a social circle. This last distinction is
interesting, since the cohesion between the members of a circle of the
second type (utilitarian circle) is not the same as the cohesion that exists
between the members of a circle of the third type (identification circle).
A relationship that is linked primarily to the existence of an external
objective, such as a relationship between colleagues, can be closely depend-
ent on their company’s ups and downs. It will not necessarily survive if the
company goes bankrupt or if one of the members leaves the company. On
the other hand, a relationship based largely on participation for its own
sake will more readily find an autonomous motive for its continued
existence. There are of course intermediate cases, that is, circles that have
an objective and that also inspire identification from their members. Cases
in which individuals who were not in any way predestined to find them-
selves brought together but who share one or more experience and conse-
quently learn things about each other will be assigned to a fourth type of
circle. Participants on an organized trip, prisoners of war, hostages, spec-
tators at a sporting event or opera, passengers on a long airplane flight,
people living in a new residential development, etc. might be included in
this category. They are brought together more or less by chance, but they
have certain issues to deal with together (getting to tourist sites, surviving,
sharing a festive atmosphere, etc.), they share experiences, observe each
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other, exchange views, and learn about each other. It is a context in which
relationships can be forged and maintained even after the initial
experience.

Let us give a more concrete example based on our data. Figure 1.1
depicts the members of the network that had developed around Joseph,
one of the young people in the Caen panel, in the fourth wave of the
survey. Joseph himself does not appear on it, since it is his network and he
is by definition linked to all his friends. The lines represent the relation-
ships between the people with whom Joseph keeps company. We have
plotted the social circles in which these individuals participate with Joseph.
Of course, some of these social circles extend beyond the people with
whom Joseph spends time: many more people work in his company, for
example, but the only people who appear here are those he knows in each
of the different contexts. In some cases, the context has disappeared but
Joseph maintains contact with some of the people he knew in those
contexts, such as his ex-neighbors and people he met on holidays.

The first thing to note is the large family circle, supplemented by his
partner’s family (in-laws). Aurélie, Joseph’s partner, occupies a rather
particular position in that she is connected to almost all the circles except

Fig. 1.1 The network of Joseph in the Caen panel (wave 4)

Relationships in Networks and Circles 39

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004


for the ones consisting of Joseph’s school friends, ex-neighbors, holiday
acquaintances, and one of the three circles linked to Joseph’s work.
The family and neighbor circles belong to the first type of circle: Joseph

did not choose them; they were given to him. The work-related circles are
based on pursuit of an external objective. The soccer and bowls (petanque)
circles (the latter game involves just some of his soccer buddies) also exist
to fulfill an objective (playing sports or games), but the fact that they
include friends who are not, strictly speaking, players (the girls, in particu-
lar) indicates that they also exist for purely social reasons. With those
whom he calls his “soccer gang,” Joseph does not just play soccer but also
maintains friendly relations for their own sake (the pleasure of meeting up,
having dinner together, etc.). Thus, these circles combine the two types of
motive. Finally, other circles are based on shared experiences, including
vacations and the motorcycle endurance race, where Joseph has met
friends. Thus, most of the relationships unfold within circles, at least for
a time, and are characterized by the roles assigned in that context. The
roles vary in significance, depending on the circle in question. In the
family, they are strongly defined and the linkage between circle and
relationship is very strong. In a company, they are moderately well defined
while among a bunch of friends they may be implicit and more flexible, but
in many cases, they do exist nevertheless. Relationships may remain very
closely linked to these circles, but they can also become independent of
them, disconnecting themselves more from the circle as they develop their
own “rules of relevancy.”18

Relationships constitute a relevant entity since they exist to some
extent beyond circles. Even a highly specialized relationship, defined by a
particular circle, can become an interpersonal relationship when the prot-
agonists begin to move away from the roles assigned to them by their
position in the circle and to add other interactions to them and become
partially non-substitutable for each other. From one point of view, a
relationship constitutes a departure from a role. As it develops, a relation
comes in tension with the circle or circles in which it was originally located
and finds its own dynamic, one that is separate from the circle’s. In order
to explain this tension, we can use the notions of embeddedness and
decoupling. Drawing on the work of Harrison White,19 albeit with a few

18 G. Allan, A Sociology of Friendship and Kinship (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1979).
19 H. C. White, Identity and Control: How Social Formations Emerge (Princeton: Princeton

University Press, 2008).
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modifications,20 we will use the term “embeddedness” to denote the
dependence of one social formation (in this case an interpersonal
relationship) on another (in this case a circle) and “decoupling” to
denote the reciprocal dynamic tending toward autonomy. By extension,
we will use the same terms to denote the processes leading to increased
dependency and autonomy. A relation becomes autonomous when it
becomes uncoupled from the circles in which it first developed, that is
when it is no longer reducible to them.

Forms of Regulation

Everyone is accustomed to having exchanges with people in various con-
texts that seem to arise “naturally.” If somebody stops a person in the street
in order to ask his way, he is going to obey certain rules of politeness that
mean the person will not run away but will agree to listen to him. If
somebody makes inquiries of a shopkeeper or craftsperson, here too there
will be a sort of trust arising from the fact that this person is well
established, which in turn means that the potential customer quite natur-
ally expects a good quality of service and that the tradesperson knows he
will be fairly remunerated for his work. If somebody is a member of a
sports club, the other members will expect him to behave in accordance
with the club rules. Finally, with his partner, his family, and his friends,
mutual knowledge has been acquired and over time habits have become
established that enable them to understand each other without having to
spell things out, thereby facilitating exchanges. All this seems so self-
evident that one is no longer aware that these are in fact forms of
relationship regulation, whether they be universal, instituted, or acquired
over the course of time within a restricted circle. If these forms of regula-
tion did not exist, all interactions would require prior negotiation of the
conditions under which they were to proceed. To borrow the terminology
used by economists, this would give rise to considerable transaction costs.
This is why all societies have developed and institutionalized relational
roles and conventions that are universally recognized and ensure that
interactions are always accompanied by a certain degree of trust, without
which it would be necessary to renegotiate the conditions of each
exchange afresh.

20 M. Grossetti, Sociologie de l’imprévisible. Dynamiques de l’activité et des formes sociales
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2004).

Relationships in Networks and Circles 41

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108882392.004


The notion of trust is a very complex one and may give rise to typologies
of varying degrees of sophistication. Some authors, for example, make a
distinction between voluntary trust (which results from a reflexive choice, a
calculation) and assured trust (which is taken for granted in a given
context),21 or even the trust that results from an institution or a contract,
from collective pressure, or from experience of another person’s reliability.
This trust is constructed over time and evolves in the course of learning
processes and reconstitutions that make it a dynamic process. For Georg
Simmel,22 trust is midway between knowledge and ignorance of a person.
While it is true that trust leads to a reduction in uncertainty about other
people, it is not limited to experience, since it also makes it possible to
anticipate what will happen, thereby making experience unnecessary. After
all, the trust one grants extends commitment beyond mere extrapolation
from experience by attenuating uncertainties about others.
Thus, trust is based on a variety of factors; some are highly institutional,

collective, and structural, others more dyadic, constructed out of the
history of the interactions between the two parties. Our first type includes
everything relating to the knowledge shared by all members of an entire
society, such as language, the rules of politeness, customs, etc. They are
generally acquired through socialization and prove to be fairly stable and
shared, so that individuals can “count on them.” This same type also
includes all the material and legal arrangements that contribute to the
organization of life in society and provide support for people in their daily
lives. If a person starts to behave aggressively, one can remind him of the
rules of politeness and also threaten to take him to court. Similarly, doctor-
patient relations are not based solely on social roles but are also shaped by
legislation (with which doctors must comply) and various mechanisms,
procedures, and arrangements (the doctor’s office and its instruments, the
medical association, internet health forums, etc.). Here, the institutional
arrangements serve to mediate trust. We also include in this type instituted
social roles, which, in the interactions that bring them into play, constitute
a way of creating the trust that makes a specific interaction possible.
Adoption of a role (shopkeeper, doctor, teacher, expert) defines the condi-
tions under which an interaction takes place. Kinship is also governed by
rules and a more or less implicit hierarchy. At the same time, a role to some

21 N. Luhmann, Trust and Power (Chichester: Wiley, 1979); S. N. Eisenstadt, L. Roniger,
Patrons, Clients and Friends: Interpersonal Relations and the Structure of Trust in Society
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984).

22 G. Simmel, The Philosophy of Money (London: Routledge, 1990 [1900]).
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extent fixes the conditions under which an interaction takes place and
inhibits the development of forms of exchange other than those prescribed
by the role. It is difficult, for example, for a pupil to become friends with a
teacher or a patient with a doctor. Here, trust is linked to the legitimacy
and complementarity of the roles. We also assign to this category the trust
established through participation in a circle in which the rules and customs
of the larger circles of which it is a part are recognized but where habits and
rules specific to the smaller circle may also develop. This can be easily
illustrated by observing, for example, how a religious circle, a family, or
even a group of young people functions. These “cradles of trust” are based
on shared membership in circles of varying size and type, of which they
constitute the concrete, palpable part that is “within arm’s reach.”

A second type of trust arises more directly from the effects of the
network itself. For example, a person might trust someone because he
or she is a close relation of somebody they trust or on whom they can
exert pressure. Here, trust is linked to the structural effects of
interrelationships.

The third type is based on knowledge acquired through similarities or
shared experiences that are not confined to role performance. This is more
intimate, “dyadic” knowledge that is difficult to transmit. If the other
person seems to be one of our own kind or if we have personally experi-
enced their qualities, then we bestow on them a trust that is associated only
with the two of us, with what we have both accumulated over time. It is
often this kind of knowledge that is emphasized when we talk of relation-
ships, but it would be harmful to neglect the other kinds.

These types are not exclusive but exist in a state of tension with each
other. On the face of it, all relationships draw to varying degrees on these
different forms of trust. The trust between parents and children, for
example, is rooted both in references to established roles and in shared
experiences. Conversely, even in the case of a very loving couple, their
relationship cannot be reduced to love alone, since it is impossible to
ignore the fact that, in most cases, one of the two partners belongs to the
woman’s circle and the other to the man’s circle and that the roles
associated with these circles will necessarily “catch up” with them at some
point.23 Romantic relationships are also shaped by all the collective refer-
ences to romantic love that have accumulated since the nineteenth century.

23 E. Bott, Family and Social Network: Roles, Norms and External Relationships in Ordinary
Urban Families (New York: Free Press, 1971 [1957]).
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The same applies to friendship.24 Thus, even in an interpersonal relation-
ship, trust cannot be reduced to its strictly dyadic dimension but is
generally also influenced by institutional, structural, and cultural factors.
Even a relationship such as friendship is at least to some extent “embed-
ded” in social expectations, in links with other relationships in the network,
in cultural representations of what friends owe each other, and so on.25

Thus, all relationships are shaped to some degree by points of reference
that are more or less general and fixed and which subject them to the
influence of systems of regulation. Even if we are inclined to believe that a
relationship is absolutely unique, it is not totally improvised or wholly
devoid of context or reference points. Even in the case of friendly relation-
ships in which the two parties concerned are not accountable to anyone
(unlike a romantic relationship, which very quickly comes up against the
social frame of reference), their limits, conditions, and expectations are
defined by (usually implicit) “rules of relevance.”26 Thus, different types
of relationships come within the orbits of different systems of regulation.
We will adopt, with a few minor modifications, the typology of forms
of relationship regulation developed by Alexis Ferrand.27 In Figure 1.2,
each vertex of the triangle acts as a hub representing one of the systems of
relationship regulation. The closer the relationship is to one of the vertices,
the more important this type of regulation is.

Fig. 1.2 The triangle of relational regulations

24 A. Vincent-Buffault, L’exercice de l’amitié. Pour une histoire des pratiques amicales aux
XVIIIe et XIXe siècles (Paris: Seuil, 1995).

25 R. Paine, “Anthropological Approaches to Friendship,” Journal of the Institute of Man 1
(1970), 139–159; A. Silver, “Friendship and Trust As Moral Ideals: An Historical
Approach,” Archives Européennes de Sociologie 30 (1989), 274–297.

26 Allan, A Sociology of Friendship and Kinship.
27 A. Ferrand, Confidents. Une analyse structurale de réseaux sociaux (L’Harmattan, 2007).
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Membership of circles common to both partners in the relationship (top
vertex) means it is possible to rely on categories, laws, or regulations and
established roles that are specific to these circles, which may be very wide
(institutions, a nation, a linguistic or cultural area, etc.) or much narrower
(an association or the nuclear family, for example). Roles and formal rules,
together with all the mechanisms, procedures, and arrangements associ-
ated with them, more or less determine the nature of the interaction,
depending on each case. Sometimes legislation even dictates certain aspects
of it. For certain roles, some of the interactions are fairly strictly deter-
mined by collective procedures and arrangements (parent-child, doctor-
patient, etc.). For others, the rules or norms are simply a resource or
constraint, a kind of support for the relationship (sports partner, leisure
club, internet forum, etc.). The relational roles encompass those elements
of the interactions determined by these established regulations. In
the parent-child relationship, for example, the relational role defines the
assistance one owes the other, but the interactions and content of the
relationship generally go well beyond that. The resources associated with
relational roles can be drawn on in various coordination processes. If the
term “mediation” is used to denote all the processes during which individ-
uals “accommodate themselves” to others, then the term “mediation
resources” can be used to denote everything that makes circles a tangible
presence in everyday life.28 The first major type of trust described above
equates to this type of regulation.

An individual’s position in social networks (left-hand vertex) gives rise
to specific constraints and resources associated with the shared relation-
ships (members of one’s partner’s family whom one is obliged to see
because they are part of one’s partner’s close relationships, for example)
or, more broadly, with the overall structure of these networks (an inter-
mediary through whom one can get in touch with people who are import-
ant to us). This equates to the second type of trust.

Finally, situated at the right-hand vertex is what is specific to the two
parties involved in the relationship and their shared history, what
might be called the strictly dyadic dimension of the tie. To take up
once again the notion of mediation resources, we might say that these
are “dyadic” resources, that is, they are of value only to the two people

28 M. Grossetti, “Réseaux sociaux et ressources de médiation,” in V. Liquette (ed.) Médi-
ations, Les essentiels d’Hermès (Paris: CNRS éditions, 2010), pp. 103–120.
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in the relationship. This is the basis for the third type of trust
described above.
It is true that if a relationship is made up of exchanges whose modalities

are dictated entirely by common membership of a religion, for example
(the parties meet at services and in prayer groups, but the communication
stops there) or a company (they work in the same department and the
exchanges are confined to work-related matters), then the history of the
relationship will be of little relevance. Similarly, if a relationship between a
shopkeeper and a client or between a doctor and patient has no object
other than the professional relationship, then the relationship will not
develop very far and its history will be of little interest for a study such
as ours. However, not all relationships are “pure,” in the sense of being
assigned to one or other of these types. Many relationships are shaped by a
role and a history, or by a history and a contractual framework. Moreover,
a relationship will develop according to this pattern: If each of the different
interactions that constitute a relationship were to be represented by a point
in the triangle, then they would form a trajectory that would move nearer
to one or other of the vertices of the triangle at varying stages of the
relationships. A relationship between two colleagues, for example, will
begin near the top vertex, since the exchanges will be dictated by the
requirements of their work. Gradually, their shared experiences will accu-
mulate and their knowledge about each other will become more important
than the professional environment in establishing the trust that links them.
After a certain time, they may become true friends and the fact that they
work together will become one opportunity for exchanges alongside many
others. In this case, the relationship will move toward the right-hand vertex
of the triangle. However, it is also possible that, after a period during which
friendly relations developed, they will fall out over work-related issues or
find themselves competing with each other for promotion and conse-
quently revert to purely professional exchanges and stop seeing each other
outside of work. Nevertheless, they can remain an important part of each
other’s professional network.

*

* *

Thus, relationships are forged in contexts that influence their history,
qualities, intensity, motivations, and the similarities between the partners.
Sooner or later, however, they may start to exist independently of these
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original contexts, moving away from the social role and drawing closer to
the network-regulated hub or to the one more focused on interpersonal
relationships.

If we try to synthetize now what constitute relationships, one may
imagine a meeting in the street: two friends (let’s call them James and
Luke) are out for a walk together, and they run into another person (let’s
call him Mark). James knows Mark, and he tries to explain his relationship
to Luke after a while. We imagine this dialogue:

: “Who was that?”
: “He’s a buddy of mine . . . a good guy. He’s doing a computer course. I met

him on a course a few years ago. And then I lost touch with him when
I left Paris. When I came back, I met up with him again at the golf club.
My wife also helped his daughter, who was having problems with math.
We mainly see each other for a game of golf, but sometimes we invite them
over to our place. I also call him when I’m having problems with my
computer.”

This very commonplace little dialogue already contains many of the
aspects of social relations that were examined in this chapter. Firstly, their
attitudes and words differ from the generic codes on which people rely
when interacting with someone they do not know. For example, they call
each other by their first names (which they therefore knew already) and
their exchanges revolve around a plan to “meet up” that they both seem to
take for granted. James then fills in the backstory by giving details of the
times and situations he has shared with Mark. A relationship always has a
story attached to it. James and Mark got to know each other through an
institutional framework, namely the circle formed by the course they were
attending, where the interactions between them were regulated by the
complementarity of their roles (trainer-learner in computing). When this
contextual framework disappeared at the end of the course, their relation-
ship came to an end. They might never have seen each other again, even
though James says they had hit it off. Moreover, this is what must have
happened with most of the other course participants. It was pure chance
that James returned to Paris and that they met again at the same golf club.
Chance is important. Here it brought James and Mark together before they
had to take the initiative and make other arrangements to meet up.

However, let us suppose that Mark, or James, has a back problem and
can no longer play golf. Will they continue to see each other? In other
words, has their relationship become sufficiently independent of the cir-
cumstances that have so far kept it up to date so that it remains alive and is
more than just a relationship based on memory? If golf no longer provides
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the main opportunities for them to meet up, perhaps mutual assistance,
whether with gardening or computer problems, will take over. Or maybe
the mere pleasure of being together will be enough to inspire them to meet
up. Clearly a relationship is caught up in the interplay between the contexts
in which it is constantly being renewed and on which it depends. It is not
until it begins to exist independently of those contexts and is able to
survive outside of them that it becomes primarily an interpersonal
attachment.
However, they met again in a different shared context, the golf club,

which is a more flexible circle in which they play on equal terms and their
relationship is based more on similarity than complementarity. Their
knowledge of each other and the recognition they accord each other were
changed as a result. The relationship became more multiplex. A network
effect came into play when James’s wife started to help Mark’s daughter
with her math. As a result, the relationship was now positioned more
toward the relational vertex of the triangle. The commitment started to be
shared and it was two families that were now associated. Invitations to each
other’s home are an indication of this development. However, the dyadic
dimension also becomes apparent in James’s affective description of the
relationship, when he declares to Luke that Mark is now “a very good
buddy.” Thus, we are illustrating here the stages through which a relation-
ship emerges and becomes established. By going beyond the interactions
strictly prescribed by the individuals’ roles, leaving the initial context of the
meeting, accumulating experiences and forging a history, increasing their
knowledge of each other, and constructing a form of trust that goes beyond
this knowledge and reduces uncertainty, a relationship becomes decoupled
from its various contexts. Its qualities (intensity, multiplexity, homogen-
eity, functionality, etc.) will be intrinsically linked to these processes and
this is why we place relational dynamics at the heart of this book.
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