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ABSTRACT: The author rejects an mechanical application of reciprocity for 
analysing social relations, both in past and current contexts. As the norm of reci­
procity is ojien invoked by the actors themselves, the research can reproduce actors' 
interested representations oftheir relations. The paper indicates some of the pro-
blems involved. 

Let me begin with a caveat: I usually move between 1400 and 1600. Pea-
sants, notarles, scholars and their wives are my familiar subjects. I am not at all 
sure whether the few thoughts that follow would be relevant to the ensuing 
discussions of the workshop. They grew out of my ongoing research on lords-
peasants relations in the Germán countryside and some more general work on 
the potential insights and limitations of concepts of gift exchange. 

It seems easy enough to apply notions of reciprocity for analysing social re­
lations, both in past and current contexts. This is the case mainly because the 
norm of reciprocity is often invoked by actors themselves, who often portray 
and evalúate relationships by this standard. Yet this may be bought at the price 
of reproducing actors' interested representations oftheir relations. I wish to in­
dicare briefly some of the problems involved. 

' Este anículo reproduce la comunicación presentada en el debate inaugural de ESF-SCSS 
Exploratory Workshop «Reciprocity as a Human Resource», Barcelona, septiembre 2001. 
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1. Invisible Goods 

Not all Services and counter-services are equally visible (rhink about hou-
sehold chores) .̂ Representations of reciprocal exchange are contested terrains. 
Since social actors' chances of imposing their representación of exchange are 
not equal, services performed by powerful actors' are likely to be more explicit 
and visible, whereas weaker actors may end up trying in vain to make their 
contributions felt at all. Instead of giving examples from the historical records 
I study, which pose some additional problems, let me ¡Ilústrate the point from 
Pryor and Graburn's study of a Sugluk, an Eskimo village on the southwest 
side of the Hudson Strait. Pryor and Graburn tried to track as closely as possi-
ble the flow of services and counter-services in the community in question, 
and came to the conclusión 

that many people of low social status were very generous in their gift 
transactions, and yet they continued ro be labeled as low-status individuáis, 
in part because their members broke some of the other moral rules, but 
mainly because most of the Sallumiut hardly ever visited them, and were, 
therefore, able to accuse them of lack of hospitality. On the other hand, 
some of the most productive famiiies were only regularly generous, but were 
able to maintain their high prestige by occasional conspicuous giveaways on 
a scale that those who were physically unable or who were poor in hunting 
equipment were unable to maintain. Furthermore, conspicuous giveaways 
of successful famiiies were long remembered, and what people said about 
the rules of sharing sometimes counted for more than what people did: for 
instance, the high-prestige persons always vehemently upheld the ethics of 
the system and the necessity of total generosity, whereas some of the poorest 
quesrioned the need to continué a distribution system that had been func-
tional ainong much smaller traditional social groups. Yet, as our analysis in­
dicares, some of the former were net takers (even after the giveaways had 
been taken into account), and some of the latter, net donors!' 

One henee faces a double problem: One the one hand, some of the servi­
ces actually exchanged are less visible than others, and are therefore not taken 

2 For an excellent analysis, see Arlie Hcx:HSt:HILn (with Anne MAC:HIJN(',), The Second 
Shift: Working Parents and the Revolution at Home (New York: Viking, 1989). 

' FREDERIC L. G . PRYOR and NELSON H . H . GRABURN, «The Myth of Reciprocity», in So­
cial Exchange: Advances in Theory and Research, Kenneth J. G. Gergen, Martin S. Greenbergand 
Riciiard H. Willis, eds. (New York and London: Plenum Press, 1980), pp. 215-238, here: 
pp. 2.34-235. 
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into account by participants. Participants' accounts of reciprocity are socially 
slanted and culturally biased. If we need to study relationships, making actors' 
notion of reciprocity an analytical concept may double the ideological effects. 
Where actors do not invoke notions of reciprocity, the meaning of practices 
rendered invisible may elude us completely. A good example of is provided by 
Gabriela Signori's work on urban family traditions. By carefully following pe-
ople's traces in fifteenth-century urban records, she uncovered an invisible ex-
change of gifts and identities, as former servants or grateful sons-in-law adop-
ted their benefactors' family ñames'^. 

On the other hand, historians, anthropologists and sociologists are often 
led to invent invisible counter-services in order to uphold notions of recipro­
city 5. Here, our accounts may verge on tautologies and the ideological effects 
are obvious. Such «social invisibles», as Pryor and Graburn cali them, have often 
been adduced in order to explain unbalanced exchange or one-sided domina-
tion. Medieval lords, for example, have often been described as having supplied 
their peasants with «something in return» for their labour services and rents, 
usually in the form of protection. That evidence for this presumed counter-
obligation, let alone its fulfilment, has almost never been adduced did not mat-
ter, for the assumption has seemed self-evident. Here, conservative defenders of 
the anden régime find unexpected modern disciples among modern economists 
seeking to incorpórate «protection» into a calculus of benefits <>, as if power and 
violence were goods exchanged between sovereign subjects and not forces capa-
ble of aíFecting those subjects, transgressing their boundaries and consequently 
making the notion of reciprocal exchange almost meaningless. 

'' Gabriela SlGNORI, «"Family Traditions": Moral Economy and Memorial "Gift Exchange" 
in the Urban World of the Late Fifteenth Century», in Negotiating the Gift, Gadi Algazi, Valen­
tín Groebner 8¿ Bernhard Jussen eds. (Góttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht) (forthcoming). 

^ «In short, the common assumption of anthropologists and others that exchange in pri-
mitive or peasant societies is primarily balanced, where balance can either include or exelude the 
flow of certain invisibles, needs re-examination in several ways. On a theoretical level, such an 
assumption leads often to vacuous tautologies, i.e., because transactions are not balanced, a so­
cial invisible is invented which balances that transaction at the analytic cost of obscuring the im-
portance of transfer elements. On the empirical level, such an assumption does not lead to very 
useful predictions in a case study such as this where most of the necessary data for such an analy-
sis are available.» (PRYOR & GRABURN, pp. 226-227). 

<• Douglas C. NORTH and Robert Paul THOMAS, «The Rise and Fall of the Manorial System: 
A Theoretical Modé», Journal of Economic History, 31:2 (1971), pp. 777-803, at pp. 778-779; 
Douglas C. NoRTH, The Rise ofthe Western World: A New Economic History (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 1973), p. 19. 
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Here, history may be of some help by raising indirectly the question, how 
many of the counter-services invoked in modern political discourse about the 
welfare state or market capitalism are hkely to be perceived as «social invisi­
bles» by external observers or our own more sceptical successors. Accounts of 
reciprocity should henee at least incorpórate accounts of the strategies of re-
presentation at work —those that make some relationships seem more reci-
procal than others—. Without doing this, appiying the notion of reciprocity 
risks yielding results not significantly different from that of social capital —na-
turalizing contested social constructions by lending them a scientific aura—. 

2. Constructed Links 

Marcel Mauss' famous question concerned that mysterious power by 
which one object seems to be able to attract another, one act eliciting its reci-
procation 7. In discussions of the gift, ampie attention has been given to the 
exact nature of the presumed obligation to reciprócate and to the uncertainties 
accompanying the stretch of time separating the act of giving from the expec-
ted return .̂ But how do objects and actions get tied to each other in the first 
place? I am not concerned here with the circumstances under which partici-
pants' expectations are likely to be fulfilled. The question is rather how distinct 
objects and services (which are not embedded in a common context of pro-
duction) come to be perceived as elements of a quid pro quo relationship. Ma­
terial objects and practices do not come into the world with tiny badges atta-
ched to them, pointing out to which objects they ought to be linked. Actors 
have to invest time and resources in order to present a given service they per-
form as a counter-service (and not, say, as fulfilment of their obligation, unre-
lated to any prior act). In other circumstances, they would insist that what 
might otherwise seem an act reciprocating a prior move, is «in fact» a free one. 
To take an example: Did the Palestinian inhabitants of a certain viliage in pre­
sent day Israel vote for the local party bosses in exchange for the service provi-
ded by these patrons in preventing villagers' homes (routinely declared «illegal» 

^ Marcel MAUSS, «Essai sur le don: forme et raison de l'échange dans les sociétés archa-
íques», in Sociologie et anthropologie, 9th edition (Paris: PUF, 1985), pp- 145-279, at p. 148. 

8 Pierre BOURDIEU, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. by Richard Nice (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1977), pp. 4-7, 171-174; ÍDEM, The Logic of Practice, trans. by Ri­
chard Nice (Cambridge: CUP, 1990), pp. 98-121. 
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by State authorities) from being demolished? In some circumstances, villagers 
would insist that this is not the case: Their right to build houses has never been 
questioned, they would say, and it is their right to vote for whomever they 
choose. This constitutes their identity and dignity as free citizens. In other cir­
cumstances (for example, when state officials come again to demoHsh their 
«illegal» homes), villagers would insist that they are entitled to protection from 
demolition, inter alia because they had voted for the right patrons. Their for-
mer patrons, on their part, would equally be able to deny any link between vo-
ting behaviour and house demolitions. In both cases, these representations 
could be contested and subverted by others; each would imply a dififerent re-
presentation of the social relations and of the actors involved. Here as elsewhe-
re, social actors are engaged in weaving thin threads around heterogeneous and 
potentially unrelated obligations and services. Their coUective and contradic-
tory efiforts shape the representation of the obligations at issue and the recipro­
ca! link connecting them. Applying notions of reciprocity may thus not always 
illuminate the issues at stake; it may just as well turn them more opaque by 
participating unwillingly in actors' strategies of shaping the situation. 

3. The Work of History 

These problems are rendered more complicated by the work of time, of his­
tory. Tenuous links between services may turn into firm, self-evident ties in his-
torical records. Contested, situated constructions appear naturally related in de-
contextualized accounts. The hazards of open-ended social action regularly 
disappear (rom postfactum reports. Actors' strategies, if successfiíl, suppress their 
own traces, and only in exceptional cases can we reconstruct the labour of repre­
sentation involved in their making'. Beyond these general problems, I woitld 
like to point out two specific aspects in which history plays a particular role. 

(a) Reciprocity is central to self-images of the West. At least since the 
eighteenth century, reciprocal obligations between rulers and ruled in polities, 
between lords and peasants in local communities, have become part of the 
myth of the West, opposed, for instance, to «Oriental despotism» or unrestrai-

' One case of constructing reciprocities is analysed in some detall in my «Feigned Reciproci-
ties: Lords, Peasants, and the Afterlife of Medieval Social Strategies», in: AI.GAZI/GROEBNER/JUS-
SEN, eds., Negotiating the Gifi. 
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ned und whimsical Islamic rule. Historical myths of reciprocity are hard to 
dispel, especially because they have been useful as charter myths (think about 
the «Norman Yoke» and the afterlife of the Magna Carta) for political com-
munities in modern times. 

(b) The rise of market exchange (here I fiad myself in complete agree-
ment with Ignasi Terradas) has modified all social relations and, more specifi-
cally, deeply shaped our understanding of reciprocity'<'. On the one hand, it 
imposed its categories on the way we think about reciprocity (a calculus of be-
nefits underlying exchange between independent and sovereign subjects), thus 
smuggling through the backdoor notions of homo oeconomicus. At the same 
time, the domination of market exchange also involved the construction of 
purified counter-images, mystified in their own particular manner, the most 
famous example being the free uninterested gift as the complete opposite of 
market exchange and contractual obligations " . 

As long as accounts of reciprocity bear the imprint of an economic calcu­
lus of benefits, one can easily imagine contexts in which weak groups in mo­
dern society might lose by trying to ground some of their entitiements in no­
tions of reciprocity. For this would require them to prove they had also 
provided (are likely to ptovide in the foreseeable future) some calculable (or 
at least, economically significant) services, which they would not necessarily 
be able to do. Under such circumstances, language of entitiements, of univer­
sal and unconditional human and social rights might sometimes be more 
helpful. 

4. Froni Reciprocity to Interdependence 

As Norbert Elias reminded us in the thirties, The Western scholarly tradi-
tion has bequeathed us the notion o^ homo clausus, of imagining bounded, in­
dependent and self-sufficient subjects as its primary unit of analysis. Recipro-

1° Roy DiLLEY, «Contesting Markets: A General Introducción to Market Ideology, Imagery 
and Discourse», in Contesting Markets: Analyses of Ideology, Discourse and Practice, Roy Dilleyed. 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1992), pp. 1-34. 

I' This seems to have been part of the point Mauss was making, though he was not neces­
sarily understood in this way: see Jonathan PARRY, «The Gift, the Indian Gift and the "Indian 
Gift"», Man. 21 n.s. (1986), pp. 453-473. 
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city does not sufiPiciently undermine this cherished self-image, because it assu-
mes fully formed subjects interacting and exchanging services and goods. It 
also does not fully capture the deeper interrelations between members of so-
ciety. It is actors' contested construction of their actions, and henee dlfíicult to 
use in order to critically analyse them. 

An alternative account would take as its point of departure not reciprocity 
but interdependence as a deep structure of social Ufe, challenging directly the 
notion that society consists of self-sufficient and autonomous subjects. From 
this perspective, reciprocity is a surface structure —one important and highly 
ambivalent expression of human interdependence, which may bring to light 
some dimensions of interdependence while concealing others—. It is enlighte-
ning, but not enlightening enough. Interdependent actors rely on each other 
not only when exchanging services, but fot their own constitution. Their 
interdependence does not reveal itself first at the moment when they have 
goods to exchange, but already in producing them. 

I would not presume to ofifer here detailed recipes for working out such an 
approach'2. Instead, I would rather give the argument a last turn by asking 
about the socialconditions which enabled scholars to perceive themselves as 
abstraer subjects, abstracted from the webs of reciprocities, and henee cons-
truct the theoretical image of social actors as prior to the networks of interde­
pendence which constitute them. 

The ascendancy of the notion of homines clausi may be related to the rise 
of capitalism, but it has deeper roots in Western intellectuals traditions. Philo-
sophers had already imagined themselves as bounded, self-sufficient subjects 
in times when merchants, for instance, would easily recognize their reliance on 
reciprocal services and webs of trust and support. Denying reciprocity and in­
terdependence has a scholarly pedigree that goes much beyond economic 

'2 I am, however, still tempted to draw at least one political conclusión. Reciprocity bet­
ween unequal parties can hardly lead to overcoming power difFerentials. On the contrary: Strict, 
«balanced» reciprocity can result in the reproduction of inequality (think about negotiations 
between colonizers and colonized, or between «first world» and «third worid» nations; see also 
Lawrence Blum's review of Lawrence BECKER'S book, Reciprocity, Political Theory [feb. 1998], 
pp. 143-148, esp. p. 146). By contrast, by looking at the parties as interdependent, as involved 
in the making of each other's position, one draws attention to the part of the vanquished in the 
making of their rulers and vice versa. In this way, one gains a vantage point from which history 
becomes relevant and redressing inequality means more than establishing transactional recipro­
city between unequal parties. 
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structures. Powerful theoretical critiques of this image of the human actors are 
not lacking. What we do not yet have, I think, is a historical account of the 
making of this image —a historical sociology of knowledge whose object is to 
find what social conditions produced— first, among scholars —notions of 
self-sufficiency and autonomy—. I would suggest the domestic relations of 
production of early modern science —the family structures established by 
West European scholars when they began to found family households in the 
late Middle Ages— can provide us an important clue into the making of scho-
larly subjects that can successfully imagine themselves independent and self-
sufFicient '3. 

'^ I have tried to sketch some provisional findings of this project on the making of scholars' 
habitus in rwo forthcoming papers: «Scholars in Households: Refiguring the Learned Habitus, 
1400-1600», in: The Scientific Persona, Lorraine Daston and Otto Sibum eds. (special issue of 
Science in Context) and «Food for Thought: Sixteenth-Century Scholars as Consumers», in Ego-
Documents: History, Identity, Narrative, Rudolf Dekker ed. 
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ABSTRACT: This paper analyses reciprocity as a tool for the interpretation of 
modem industrial societies and some of the problems wefind when we transfer the 
anthropological concept into sociology. 

This paper deals, in a preliminary and schematic way, with the use of re­
ciprocity as a tool for interpreting modern industrial societies. Within my 
approach it is necessary to clarify immediately that reciprocity is not only a 
resource but, as a diffused and variable form of social relation, also an in­
extricable mix of resources and obligations. This fact must not be forgotten 
in order to avoid the ambiguities and myths that are usually attached to the 
use of this and related concept, in particular the fashionable one of social 
capital. 

An anthropological approach allows us to identify a typology of social re-
lations that is significant in terms of both content and organizational logic. It 
is a question of adapting the concepts formulated to serve micro analysis so 
that they are compatible with an approach oriented to the macro analysis of 
social organization. 

Reciprocity is a type of social relation that only has meaning vi'ithin an or­
ganizational system, because exchange is not concluded in a single act, tran-
sactions are potentially inequitable and the commitment to reciprocity is 

' Este artículo reproduce la comunicación presentada en el debate inaugural de ESF-SCSS 
Exploratory Workshop «Reciprocity as a Human Resource», Barcelona, septiembre 2001. 

ÉNDOXA: Series Filosóficas, n." 15, 2002, pp. 51-58. UNED, Madrid 
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vague or implicit. For this reason reciprocity refers to forms of social organiza-
tion involving a varying but limited number of individuáis who know specifi-
cally of each other's existence and engage in personal contact. Both in rhe case 
of reciprocity and in that of association the sense of the social relationship is 
given by different types of common interests, and this is reflected in the un-
derlying form of social organization. To take this distinction to its extreme 
limit, one could say that whereas in reciprocity the defence of a group interest 
requires some members to make sacrifices in favour of the group, associative 
relations advance the interests of all the members of an association and defend 
them against those who are not members. The difference becomes evident if 
two examples from opposite ends of the spectrum, that is to say less prone to 
assuming a mixed meaning, are considered; for example family and trade 
unión. The common interest of the family assumes a meaning independently 
of its members' individual interests and involves unequal sacrifices and ex-
changes. The common interest of the trade unión is not sepárate from that of 
its members and whenever some of them systematically benefit more than ot-
hers from trade unión action, this weakens the organization and can in the 
long run lead to its break-up. 

The question of the group interest having priority over the immediate in­
terests of individuáis constitutes the core of the concept of reciprocity as a fac­
tor of social organization. But this constitutes only the general universal 
frame of the concept even if it evokes already two important questions: the 
fact that in order to prevalí over potentially conflicting individual interests 
the goals, order and ethical system of the reciprocal groups must be embed-
ded deeply, even if for various different reasons, in individual consciousness; 
and the strict interconnection between advantages and obligations. The 
transfer of the concept into sociological analysis imposes facing serious pro-
blems connected with the historical and cultural variability of the contexts of 
reciprocity. 

Historical variability 

This is a major problem particularly because it has been ignored by scho-
lars: within micro approaches reciprocity is not considered as an historical and 
changing construction, while sociology has often thought of community orga-
nizations as disappearing or becoming less and less important within the mo-
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dernization process. O n the contrary we now know that reciprocity is persis-
tently important but also highly changing within the processes of moderniza-
tion. Let US mention some traces of change. 

1) Historians have noted that, particularly in continental Europe, the in-
dustrialization and urbanization process has weakened the influx of 
local communities in favour of kinship and, later on, companionship 
and friendship. 

2) The ethnic basis for reciprocity has reappeared in new, various and 
transformed ways in migration chains and ethnic businesses. 

3) The family/kinship basis for primary reciprocity has been greatly modi-
fied from its patriarchal/clannish origins into various selective and indi-
vidualistic mixes between nuclear households and close-by or preferred 
kin relations. 

4) High geographical and social mobiliry, and more recently new commu-
nication technologies, have promoted opportunities for reciprocity nets 
that were previously difficult, at least on a mass scale. 

5) Urbanization itself has promoted new opportunities for reciprocity rela­
tions: for example, neighbourhood but also commuters travelling at the 
same time on the same bus or train. 

In general, even if it is a risky operation, it is possible to point to two 
trends in the transformation of the social basis of reciprocal organizations: a 
tendency towards less unbalanced distribution of power (from patriarchy to 
democracy?); an increasing importance of voluntary, chosen selective relations 
compared to strictly attributed ones. These trends are more powerful within 
more affluent communities freed from the constraints of everyday needs 
which, on the contrary, impose a strict line of command and moral obligations 
and lack of individual cholee. 

Cu l tu ra l variabil i ty 

This is even more problematic. If we start from anthropological experien-
ce the variety of reciprocal organizations is nearly infinite in terms of cultural 
forms and rules of exchange, rituals and norms. For groups with clear and 
fixed goals (like the genetic reproduction of the group for families) we can 
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limit and master the complexity but for other cases it is more difFicult. Let us 
look again for some traces for discusssion. 

1) The first área of variability concerns the strength of the network and the 
amount and quaHty of resources circulating within ¡t. Each individual is 
involved in many diflFerent and changing systems of reciprocity, from 
the cohabiting family to the kinship network, from one or more circles 
of friends to the neighbourhood or village system, from the firm where 
one works or the school where one studies to companions at work or 
school. These systems may be more or less strong and more or less rich 
in resources, in the sense of being able to subordinare immediate indivi­
dual interests to those of the system itself. Systems rich in resources are 
also stronger for reasons based on an indirect application of Weberian 
rationality in that the possibility of more substantial compensation is 
evident. But the reverse is not true: a poor and socially isolated family is 
still a strong system with few resources. Granovetter's idea of strong and 
weak ties falls in this área of variability. We know better now that the 
difference is mainly given by the quality of resources (and obligations) 
circulating in strong, closed and homogeneous nerworks (more suppor-
tive but within a more limited range of resources) with respect to looser 
and more heterogeneous nerworks. And the difference can go well be-
yond the application in the case of finding a job. 

2) The second área of variation is the voluntary versus attributive nature of 
reciprocal groups. Here it is interesting to point to the mixes like the cu-
rrent ones of kinship or ethnicity: how much and under what condi-
tions a member of a network can select the relations (and consequently 
resources and obligations) to which (s)he is bound and with what con-
sequences in terms of life strategies and opportunities. 

3) A third área of diversity is the structure of power within the network. 
Here I repeat some considerations already made in Fragmented Socie-
ties. In as much as they are socio-organizational contexts, reciprocal sys­
tems are by definition systems of power. The family and the patriarchal 
power structure are the themes that have been studied most. Also in 
terms of power, reciprocal contexts are different from bureaucratic or 
associative ones. Not only is a father-boss different from a foreman, but 
his power tends to change in different directions, with the growth of 
technologically advanced modern family businesses or with the urbani-
zation of the poor rural strata in underdeveloped countries and the de-



THE USE OF THE CONCEPT OF RECIPROCITY FOR THE INTERPRETATION OF CONTEMPORARY... 55 

velopment of the informal sector. The diversity and the changes in the 
power structure of reciprocal systems are both connected to the mea-
ning and importance of their common goals and to some general social 
conditions. In theory, it is true that reciprocal patterns of social organi-
zation are originally far from individual autonomy and, consequently, 
the power structure of organizations based on reciprocity can be extre-
mely authoritarian. Take the example of the original legal structure of 
the Román family where the pater familias had the right of life and 
death over all the members, including adult children. Conversely, in 
other cases the power structure can be extremely loóse and democrati-
caJiy distributed among members; this often occurs in voluntary net-
works. The best example is that of a network of friends. But, in this case 
too, where the objective of the group is more significant, it is also likely 
that the power structure will change and become more authoritarian. 
An instance is that of a group of friends who decide to go on an adven-
turous holiday together involving difficult environmental conditions. A 
much more unequal power structure will probably emerge. One of the 
friends will act naturally as a leader and those least able to cope with the 
difficult conditions will be denigrated and relegated to a subordínate 
condition. This may eventually lead to a partial or total discontinuation 
of the friendship. Take a second example. The power structure of a 
group of teenage friends changes completely when the group becomes 
transformed into a street gang. Not only does the structure become aut­
horitarian and hierarchical with a leader, deputy leader, etc., but partici-
pation in the group may possibly lose its voluntary character. When this 
happens, members who try to leave the gang are threatened. However, 
reciprocal patterns of social organization may today be more open to 
changing their internal power structure in order to accommodate an in-
creasing need for individual autonomy and self-flilfilment than large 
bureaucratic structures, at least under certain social conditions. This is a 
point that the classical tradition in sociology has entirely overlooked. 
The best example are the transformations of the family power structure 
in the industrialized countries, particularly the changes in social groups 
with average or above-average incomes. Age and gender asymmetry 
have decreased and the scope of the organization is more often negotia-
ted than dictated by a single member: individual aspirations and voca-
tions are taken into consideration even when they appear to be in con-
flict with previous assumptions about the perspective and scope of the 
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family. The greater flexibility of reciprocal networks in accommodating 
individual autonomy compared to large organizations is ñor a paradox, 
considering their more manageable size or, in orher words, the fact rhar 
individuáis are closer to the decision-making apparatus and so can bet-
rer negotiate with and influence the group acrion srrategies. Correspon-
dingly, the decision-making appararus may be more receptive to indivi­
dual needs and aspirations. This flexibility and receptivity are found 
only in societies in the industrial age when the diffusion of competitive 
behaviour opportunities and the parallel emergence of individual self-
consciousness leads to the dismantling of the social order based on a 
strict subofdination of individual interests to those of groups based on 
reciprocity. Furthermore, this process is conditioned by the fact that the 
opportunities available to such groups for attaining their goals are not 
too restricted. This is particularly visible in the case of the family. The 
most egalitarian processes of renegotiation of the power structure are 
more likely in the case of families with a ful! tange of opportunities than 
in that of families condemned to struggle for bare survival. 

4) Perhaps the área of variability which is more important and at the same 
time more difficult to analyse relates to the goals of the group, its ties 
and moral structure that justify the superiority of group interests and 
the specific modes or rituals of theit implementation. For interpretative 
sociológica] purposes, this exercise cannot stop at a purely descriptive 
level but has to be grounded in the general social order. In this sense, 
the analysis of reciprocal systems is a constitutional part of any theory 
of embeddedness. In conclusión, let us look briefly at some problems 
concerning this área of variability. 

The limits of reciprocity: 
tensions and contradictions in respect of the general social order 

A first problem arises from the fact that w îthin the wide range of recipro­
cal networks there are some based on goals or power structures that are highly 
contradictory with respect to the moral basis of society in general. They have a 
strong internal legitimation with precise rules of honour for circulating resour-
ces and obligations, channel loyalty and trust but ate disruptive of the general 
social order. And this is not only so in the clear case of criminal organizations 
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like mafia groups but also in more ambiguous instances. Let us take the case, 
recently reponed in the press (II Corriere della Sera, 2-9-2001), of what hap-
pened in the village of Alinagar in northern India. A 17-year-oid man and a 
l6-year-old woman of different casts were seen together having a conversation 
by a neighbour who reported the fact, strictly forbidden in the village, to the 
family of the girl, member of the powerful agricultural cast dominating the re­
gión. The two teenagers were privately tried before an assembly of adult villa-
ge members, including the families of both, condemned to death and stran-
gled. This is a limit case where we have no doubts that the end of story is 
totally unacceptable but, on the other hand, the internal traditional order of 
reciprocal groups may contribute to a sufficient level of trust to be used in new 
opportunities being combined with the preservation of social integration. This 
occurs within rules that by defmition (the priority of the interests of the speci-
fic group) are inconsistent with equal opportunities or other founding princi­
pies of the modern social order. Thus, the boundaries between legitímate par-
ticularistic reciprocal behaviour and disruptive behaviour are not so clear as 
they appear from the above radical examples. 

There is a second mode of taking into consideration the inconsistency bet­
ween reciprocal networks and principies of modern societies, in particular 
equal opportunities and selection according to universalistic professional com-
petence rules. I take into consideration here only the particular case of the fa­
mily business even if the problem is much wider from the point of view of so-
ciological analysis and again with ambiguous boundaries between forms of 
patronage (in some cases even illegal, but promoting the social insertion of 
specific groups) versus forms of universalism. From the angle of the family bu­
siness the possibility to recruit members of the kin network is a legitímate 
form of buying loyalty cheaply, but it is also an obligation which may have a 
negative impact on the business. There is what I cali «the dilemma of the stu-
pid or lazy cousin». A small business may be successful if the relatives emplo-
yed in the venture are competent enough and hard workers or unsuccessful if 
they are not. And the rules of the kinship group leaves limited options for se­
lection: often you have to take all or nothing. 

There is also a more general aspect of the problem which is clearly reflec-
ted in the Italian data on employment of highly skilled and educated workers 
in Italy. The persistent dominance of small family ventures, which are natu-
rally less inclined to recruit highly skilled workers and managers as they con-
flict with the family's aims, distorts the relation berween economic develop-
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ment and growth of education opportunities. The demand for highly educa-
ted workers in industry is chronically depressed and the competition for jobs is 
relegated to the public sector or large concerns. At the same time, a considera­
ble group of young males do not continué their studies as they are drawn away 
early to work in small businesses (in the late nineties, only 75% of young 
males in the wealthy northern regions were in high school against an average 
of 85%). The changing direction of the gender bias in family education strate-
gies (from investing mainly in male education to investing more in female 
education) is also accentuated. 

The positive cooperative resources of reciprocity: 
social capital and the third sector 

If we consider only what has been said up to now, the impression gained is 
a negative view of reciprocity as a human resource. This is certainly not my in-
tention. Reciprocity, with its limits and obligations, remains the most powerful 
factor for the creation of collaborative attitudes, particularly now that the 
highly bureaucratised and standardised forms of organization are declining and 
less effective. The problem is what forms of reciprocity can develop that instead 
of being disruptive of some ethical principies of the modern age (like equal op­
portunities, welfare rights and social justice) effectively enforce them. Here I 
just mention the two áreas of sociological attention in this field that I will deve­
lop more in my spoken intervention and in the final draft of this paper. 

The first área of debate concerns social capital and explores the possibility 
that the resource is less unequally distributed than physical and cultural capi­
tal and that, particularly in some contexts, it can offset the closures created by 
social inequalities and discrimination. 

The second área to be developed concerns the third sector, non-profit and 
solidarity economies and how the development of this área of activities, 
strongly grounded in the development of new forms of reciprocity, may offset 
the decline of the welfare state within a persisting welfare culture. 




