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Preface 

'A comprehensive knowledge of the facts is only possible through the 
collaboration of numerous specialists. . . . Only mutual supervision and 
pitiless criticism can yield firm results.' Behind these dry words lies the 
passionate communal spirit with which Marcel Mauss and his colleagues 
of the Annie sociologique school sought to  forge a new understanding of 

'*rpl 

human life. Of all their creations one of the most remarkable was Mauss's 
last essay, published in 1938, on the notion of self or person. The basic 
lines of argument had already been sketched by Durkheim forty years 
earlier. 

Mauss proposes that our seemingly natural and self-evident concep- 
tions of our selves, our persons, are in truth artefacts of a 103g and varied 
social history stretching back, at least in principle, to the earliest human 
communities. Other societies have held very different notions of the self, -I 

and each society's notion is intimately connected with its form of social 
organization. The notion least like ours, that of the 'character' or 'role' 
(perionnqe), Mauss finds in ethnographic materials from North America 
and Australia. In such societies each role was in daily life the locus of 
different rights, duties, titles and kinship names within the clan, and was 
on ceremonial occasions vividly exemplified by different masks or body .I 

paint. No general rules applied to 'roles' as such apart from the clan, nor 
were they thought to bear an inner conscience. - 

A revolution then occurred in ancient Rome, when the 'role' - the 
'mask' or  persona - was made the locus of general rights and duties as a 
legal 'person' and a citizen of the state. To this more abstract 'person' 
was later added the notion of an inner conscience and inner life, chiefly 
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through Christianity. And this notion of person, now bearing both a con- 
science and a civic identity, became the foundation of modern political, 
social and legal institutions. 

This sketch does little justice to Mauss's rich argument, but will arm 
the reader to face its complexity. Perhaps because of this complexity sub- 
sequent scholars have conducted little 'mutual supervision' of it. We have 
attempted in this volume to re-create, albeit under very different circum- 
stances, Mauss's communal enterprise. Each of the authors was asked to 
address himself to Mauss's essay, which is translated here. Most of them, 
whether implicitly or explicitly, have addressed each other as well. And 
almost all of them attended and gave a first version of their paper at a 
series of seminars held in May and June 1980, in Wolfson College, Ox- 
ford, to whose Fellows we are deeply grateful for hospitality and finan- 
cial assistance at that time. 

Mauss's essay was given in French as the Huxley Memorial Lecture 
for 1938, and appeared under the title 'Une CatCgorie de 1'Esprit Hu- 
main: La Notion de Personne, Celle de "Moi" ' in the Journal of the 
Royal Anthropological Institute 68 (1938). (It was reprinted in Mauss's 
Sociologie et anthropologie [Paris, 19501 - with some printing errors.) A 
translation by Ben Brewster was published in Marcel Mauss: Sociology 
and Psychology (London, 1979). The translation by W.D. Halls was 
commissioned for this volume with the permission of Routledge and Ke- 
gan Paul PLC. In all important passages French terms are given in paren- 
theses in the text. The following are usual equivalents: 

moi - (the) self 
soi - (one's) self 
personne - person 
personnalite' - personality 
personnage - role, character. 

The quotation from Mauss that prefaces this volume is taken from the 
autobiographical sketch presented as part of his application for member- 
ship of the Collcge de France in 1930. It appeared in Revue Fran~aise de 
sociologie 20 (1): 1979. G. Lienhardt's paper originally appeared in the 
Journal of the Anthropological Society of Oxford, 1980. L. Dumont's 
paper appeared in Religion 12: 1982, 1-27, and is reproduced here with 
the consent of the author, the editor of Religion, and the publishers, O 
Academic Press, Inc. (London) Ltd. 
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A category of the human mind: the notion of 
person; the notion of self 

Marcel Mauss 
(translated by W .  D. Halls) 

I: The subject1: the 'person' (personne) 
My audience and readers will have to show great indulgence, for my 
subject is really enormous, and in these fifty-five minutes I shall be able 
only to give you some idea of how to treat it. It deals with nothing less 
than how to explain to you the way in which one of the categories of the 
human mind - one of those ideas we believe to be innate - originated 
and slowly developed over many centuries and through numerous vicis- 
situdes, so that even today it is still imprecise, delicate and fragile, one 

IP 

requiring further elaboration. This is the idea of 'person' (personne), the 
idea of 'self' (moi). Each one of us finds it natural, clearly determined in 
the depths of his consciousness, completely furnished with the funda- 
ments of the morality which flows from it. For this simplistic view of its 
history and present value we must substitute a more precise view. 

A note on the principle underlying these kinds of research 
In so doing you will see an example - one that is perhaps not up to what -I. 

you expected - of the work of the French school of sociology. We have 
concentrated most especially on the social history of the categories of the 
human mind. We attempt to explain them one by one, using very simply, 
and as a temporary expedient, the list of Aristotelian categories2 as our 
point of departure. We describe particular forms of them in certain civ- 
ilisations and, by means of this comparison, try to discover in what con- 
sists their unstable nature, and their reasons for being as they are. It was - 
in this way that, by developing the notion of mana, Hubert and I believed 
we had found not only the archaic basis for magic, but also the very 
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general, and probably very primitive, form of the notion of cause. It was 
in this way that Hubert described certain features of the notion of time. 
Likewise our much regretted colleague, friend and pupil, Czarnowki, be- 
gan - but, alas, never finished - his theory of the 'parcelling out of ex- 
tension', in other words, of one of the features and certain aspects of the 
notion of space. Likewise also, my uncle and teacher, Durkheim, has 
dealt with the notion of the whole, after we had examined together the - 
norion of genus. I have been preparing for many years studies on the 
notion of substance. Of these 1h;ve published only a very recondite ex- 
tract which is not worth reading in its present form. I will mention to 
you also the numerous times that Lucien LCvy-Bruhl has touched upon 
these questions in those works of his which deal with the primitive men- 
tality, especially, as regards our subject, what he has termed 'the primi- 
tive mind' (1 'rime primitive). He, however, does not concentrate on the 
study of each special category, not even on the one we are going to study. 
But rather, in reviewing all of ;hem, including the category of 'self', does 
he seek particularly to ascertain what element of the 'pre-logical' is con- 
tained in this study of the mentality of peoples, in relation to anthropol- 
ogy and ethnology rather than history. 

If you will permit me, let us proceed more methodically and restrict 
ourselves to the study of one single category, that of the 'self' (moi). This 
will be amply sufficient. In the present short space of time, I shall conduct 
you, with some daring and at inordinate speed, across the world and 
through time, guiding you from Australia to our European societies, from 
extremely ancient history to that of our own times. More extensive re- 
search studies could be undertaken, each one of which could be gone into 
much more deeply, but I can only claim to show you how such research 
might be organised. What I intend to do is to provide you with a sum- 
mary catalogue of the forms that the notion has assumed at various times 
and in various places, and to show you how it has ended up by taking on 
flesh and blood, substance and form, an anatomical structure, right up 
to modern times, when at last it has become clear and precise in our 
civilisations (in our European ones, almost in our lifetime), but not yet 
in all of them. I can only rough out the beginnings of the sketch or the 
clay model. I am still far from having finished the whole block or carved 
the finished portrait. 

Thus I shall not discuss the linguistic problem which, for the sake of 
completeness, should indeed be tackled. In no way do I maintain that 
there has ever been a tribe, a language, in which the term '1', 'me' (je, 
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moi) (you will note that we still decline it with two words) has never 
existed, or that it has not expressed something clearly represented. This 
is far from the case: as well as possessing the pronoun, a very large num- 
ber of languages are conspicuous for their use of many 'positional' suf- 
fixes, which deal for the most part with the relationships existing in time 
and space between the speaker (the subject) and the object about which 
he is speaking. Here the 'self' (rnoi) is everywhere present, but is not 
expressed by 'me' (rnoi) or 'I' (je). However, in this vast domain of lan- 
guages my scholarship is only mediocre. My investigation will concern 
solely law and morality. 

Nor shall I speak to you of psychology, any more than I shall of lin- 
guistics. I shall leave aside everything which relates to the 'self' (moi), the 
conscious personality as such. Let me merely say that it is plain, particu- 
larly to us, that there has never existed a human being who has not been 
aware, not only of his body, but also at the same time of his individuality, 
both spiritual and physical. The psychology of this awareness has made 
immense strides over the last century, for almost a hundred years. All 
neurologists, French, English and German, among them my teacher Ri- 
bot, our esteemed colleague Head, and others, have amassed a great deal 
of knowledge about this subject and the way this particular awareness is 
formed, functions, deteriorates, deviates and dissolves, and about the 
considerable part it plays. 

My subject is entirely different, and independent of this. It is one relat- 
ing to social history. Over the centuries, in numerous societies, how has 
it slowly evolved - not the sense of 'self' (moi) - but the notion or con- 
cept that men in different ages have formed of it? What I wish to show 
you is the succession of forms that this concept has taken on in the life 
of men in different societies, according to their systems of law, religion, 
customs, social structures and mentality. 

One thing may alert you to the drift of my exposition: I shall show 
you how recent is the word 'self' (rnoi), used philosophically; how recent 
"the category of 'self' " (rnoi), "the cult of the 'self' " (rnoi) (its aberra- 
tion); and how recent even "the respect of 'self' " (moi), in particular the 
respect of others (its normal state). 

Let us therefore draw up a classification. Making no claim to reconsti- 
tute a general history from r re-historical times to the present day, let us 
first study some of the forms assumed by the notion of 'self' (moi). We 
shall then launch into historical times with the Greeks and work out from 
there some definite linkages. Beforehand, with no other concern save that 



of logic, we will make an excursion into that kind of museum of facts (I 
dislike the word 'survivals', when it is used for institutions still active and 
proliferating) which ethnography affords us. 

11: The 'role' (personnage), and the place of the 'person' 
(personne) 

The Pueblos 
Let us start with the fact that has been the point of departure for all this 
research. I borrow it from the Pueblo Indians, the Zuiii - or more accu- 
rately from those of the Pueblo of Zurii, so admirably studied by Frank 
Hamilton Cushing (who was fully initiated into the Pueblo), and by 
Mathilda Cox Stevenson and her husband for a great number of years. 
Their work has been criticised, but I believe it to be reliable and, in any 
case, unique. It is true that there is nothing 'very primitive' about things. 
The 'Cities of Cibola' were once converted to Christianity and have pre- 
served their baptismal registers. Yet, at the same time they have practised 
their ancient laws and religions - almost in the 'aboriginal state', if one 
may say so: this was roughly that of their predecessors, the cliff dwellers 
and the inhabitants of the 'mesa' as far as Mexico. In their material civ- 
ilisation and social constitution they were, and have remained, very com- 
parable to the Mexicans and to the most civilised Indians of the two 
Americas. 'Mexico, that Pueblo', writes admirably the great L. H. Mor- 
gan, who was so unfairly treated, and yet the founder of our di~cip1ine.s.~ 

The document below is by Frank Hamilton C ~ s h i n g , ~  an author much 
criticised, even by his colleagues at the Bureau of American Ethnology. 
Yet, knowing his published work and having considered very carefully 
what has appeared on the Zurii and the Pueblo in general, strengthened 
also by what I believe I know about a large number of American socie- 
ties, I persist in considering him one of the best portrayers of societies of 
all time. 

If you will allow me, I will pass over everything concerning the orien- 
tation and distribution of the characters (personnages) in the ritual, al- 
though this has very great importance, to which we have already drawn 
attention elsewhere. But I cannot omit two points: 

The existence of a limited number of forenames in each clan; and the 
definition of the exact r61e played by each one in the 'cast-list' of the 
clan, and expressed by that name. 

In each clan is to be found a set of names called the names of childhood. 
These names are more of titles than of cognomens. They are determined 



upon by sociologic and divinistic modes, and are bestowed in childhood as 
the 'verity names' or titles of the children to whom given. But this body of 
names relating to any one totem - for instance, to one of the beast totems 
- will not be the name of the totem beast itself, but will be names both of 
the totem in its various conditions and of various parts of the totem, or of 
its functions, or of its attributes, actual or mythical. Now these parts of 
functions, or attributes of the parts or functions, are subdivided also in a 
six-fold manner, so that the name relating to one member of the totem - 
for example, like the right arm or leg of the animal thereof - would cor- 
respond to the north, and would be the first in honor in a clan (not itself 
of the northern group); then the name relating to another member - say 
to the left leg or arm and its powers, etc. - would pertain to the west and 
would be second in honor; and another member - say the right foot - to 
the south and would be third in honor; and of another member - say the 
left foot - to the east and would be fourth in honor; to another - say the 
head - to the upper regions and would be fifth in honor; and another - 
say the tail - to the lower region and would be s i ~ t h  in honor; while the 
heart or the navel and center of the being would be first as well as last in 
honor. The studies of Major Powell among the Maskoki and other tribes 
have made it very clear that kinship terms, so called, among other Indian 
tribes (and the rule will apply no less or perhaps even more strictly to the 
Zuiiis) are rather devices for determining relative rank or authority as sig- 
nified by relative age, as elder or younger, of the person addressed or spo- 
ken of by the term of relationship. So that it is quite impossible for a Zuiii 
speaking to another to say simply brother; it is always necessary to say 
elder brother or younger brother, by which the speaker himself affirms his 
relative age or  rank; also it is customary for one clansman to address an- 
other clansman by the same kinship name of brother-elder or brother- 
younger, uncle or nephew, etc.; but according as the clan of the one ad- 
dressed ranks higher or lower than the clan of the one using the term of 
address, the word-symbol for elder or younger relationship must be used. 

With such a system of arrangement as all this may be seen to be, with 
such a facile device for symbolizing the arrangement (not only according 
to number of the regions and their subdivisions in their relative succession 
and the succession of their elements and seasons, but also in colours at- 
tributed to them, etc.) and, finally, with such an arrangement of names 
correspondingly classified and of terms of relationship significant of rank 
rather than of consanguinal connection, mistake in the order of a ceremon- 
ial, a procession or a council is simply impossible, and the people employ- 
ing such devices may be said to have written and to be writing their statutes 
and laws in all their daily relationships and utterances. 

Thus, o n  the one  hand,  the clan is conceived of a s  being made u p  of a 
certain number of persons, in reality of 'characters' (personnages). On 
the other hand, the role of all of them is really t o  ac t  out, each insofar a s  
i t  concerns him, the prefigured totality of the  life of the clan. 
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So much for persons and the clan. The 'fraternities' are even more 
complicated. Among the Pueblo of Zuiii, and clearly among the others 
too - the Pueblos of Sia and Tusayan, in the Hopi tribe, those of Walpi 
and Mishongnovi - the names do not merely correspond to the organi- 
sation of the clan, its processions and ceremonies, whether private or 
public. They correspond principally to ranks in the fraternities, in what 
the original terminology of Powell and the Bureau of American Ethnol- 
ogy designated 'Fraternities', viz., 'Secret Societies', which we might very 
exactly compare to the Colleges of the Roman Religion. There were prep- 
arations in secret, and numerous solemn rituals reserved for the Society 
of the Men (Kaka or Koko, Koyemshi, etc.), but also public demonstra- 
tions - almost theatrical performances - and, especially at Zuiii, and 
above all among the Hopi, mask dances, particularly those of the Katch- 
ina. These were visits of spirits, represented by their delegates upon earth, 
who bore their titles. All this, which has now become a spectacle for 
tourists, was still very much alive less than fifty years ago, and is so even 
today. 

Miss B. Freire Marecco (now Mrs Aitken) and Mrs E. Clew Parsons 
continue to add to our knowledge and to corroborate it. 

Moreover, let us add that these lives of individuals, the driving force 
of clans and of the societies superimposed upon them, not only sustain 
the life of things and of the gods, but the 'propriety' of things. They not 
only sustain the life of men, both here and in the after-life, but also the 
rebirth of individuals (men), sole heirs of those that bear their forenames 
(the reincarnation of women is a completely different matter). Thus, in 
short, you will understand that with the Pueblo we already see a notion 
of the 'person' (personne) or individual, absorbed in his clan, but already 
detached from it in the ceremonial by the mask, his title, his rank, his 
role, his survival and his reappearance on earth in one of his descendants 
endowed with the same status, forenames, titles, rights and functions. 

The American North- West 
If I had time, another group of American tribes would well deserve in 
this study a detailed analysis of the same facts. These are the tribes of the 
American North-West - and it is to the great credit of your Royal An- 
thropological Institute and the British Association to have instigated a 
complete analysis of their institutions. This was begun by Dawson, the 
great geologist, and so magnificently continued, if not completed, by the 
great works of Boas and his Indian assistants, Hunt and Tate, and by 
those of Sapir, Swanton and Barbeau, etc. 



A category of the human mind 7 

Here also is posed, in different terms but ones identical in nature and 
function, the same problem - that of the name, the social position and 
the legal and religious 'birthright' of every free man, and even more so, 
of every noble and prince. 

I shall take as a starting-point the best known of these important so- 
cieties, the Kwakiutl, and confine myself only to some broad facts. 

One word of caution: just as with the Pueblos, so also with the Indians 
of the North-West, we must not think of anything in any way primitive. 
Firstly, one section of these Indians, in fact those in the North, the Tlingit 
and Haida, speak languages which according to Sapir are tonal languages 
related to those derived from a root which it has been agreed to call 
proto-Sino-Tibetan-Burman. And even, if I may tell you of one of my 
impressions as an ethnographer - if not an 'armchair' one, at least a 
'museum' one - I have a very strong recollection of a display exhibit 
concerning the Kwakiutl, the work of the esteemed Putnam, one of the 
founders of the ethnological section of the American Museum of Natural 
History. It was a very large ceremonial boat, with figures life-size, with 
all their religious and legal paraphernalia, which represented the Ha- 
matse, the cannibal princes, arriving from the sea to carry out a ritual - 
doubtless a marriage. With their very rich robes, their crowns of red 
cedar bark, their crewmen less sumptuously attired but nonetheless mag- 
nificent, they gave me an exact impression of what, for example, North- 
ern China in the very remote past might have looked like. I believe that 
this boat, with its somewhat romanticised representations, is no longer 
exhibited; it is no longer the fashion in our ethnographic museums. No 
matter, for at least this one had had its effect upon me. Even the Indian 
faces vividly recalled to me the faces of the 'Paleo-Asiatics' (so called 
because we do not know under what to classify their languages). And, 
from this point in civilisation and of settlement, we have still to reckon 
with many long and varied developments, revolutions and new forma- 
tions that our esteemed colleague, Franz Boas, perhaps with undue haste, 
is attempting to trace back. 

The fact remains that all these Indians, and in particular the Kwakiutl, 
installed in their settlements a whole social and religious system where, 
in a vast exchange of rights, goods and services, property, dances, cere- 
monies, privileges and ranks, persons as well as groups give satisfaction 
to one another. We see very clearly how, from classes and clans, 'human 
persons' adjust to one another and how, from these, the gestures of the 
actors in a drama fit together. Here all the actors are theoretically the 
sum total of all free men. But this time the drama is more than an aes- 



thetic performance. It is religious, and at the same time it is cosmic, myth- 
ological, social and personal. 

Firstly, as with the Zuiii, every individual in each clan has a name, 
even two names, for each season, one profane (summer) (WiXsa), and 
one sacred (winter) (LaXsa). These names are distributed between the 
various families, the 'Secret Societies' and the clans cooperating in the 
rituals, occasions when chiefs and families confront each other in innu- 
merable and interminable p ~ t l a t c h , ~  about which I have attempted else- 
where to give some idea. Each clan has two complete sets of its proper 
names, or rather its forenames, the one commonly known, the other se- 
cret, but which itself is not simple. This is because the forename, actually 
of the noble, changes with his age and the functions he fulfils as a con- 
sequence of that age.6 As is said in an oration, made, it is true, about the 
clan of the Eagles, i.e. about a kind of privileged group among privileged 
clans: 

For that they do not change their names starts from (the time) when long 
ago // 0' maxt!alaLi?, the ancestor of the numaym G ig ilgam of the / 
Q!omoyi'ye, made the seats of the Eagles; and those went down to the / 
numayms. And the name-keeper WTltseestala says, / 'Now our chiefs have 
been given everything, and I will go right down (according to the order of 
rank).' /Thus he says, when he gives out the property; for I will just name 
the names I/ of one of the head chiefs of the numayms of the / Kwakiutl 
tribes. They never change their names from the beginning, I when the first 
human beings existed in the world; for names can not go out / of the family 
of the head chiefs of the numayms, only to the eldest one / of the children 
of the head chief. /I7 

What is at stake in all this is thus more than the prestige and the au- 
thority of the chief and the clan. It is the very existence of both of these 
and of the ancestors reincarnated in their rightful successors, who live 
again in the bodies of those who bear their names, whose perpetuation is 
assured by the ritual in each of its phases. The perpetuation of things and 
spirits is only guaranteed by the perpetuating of the names of individuals, 
of persons. These last only act in their titular capacity and, conversely, 
are responsible for their whole clan, their families and their tribes. For 
instance, from conquest in war are acquired: a rank, a power, a religious 
and aesthetic function, dancing and demoniacal possession, pavapherna- 
lia, and copper objects in the form of buckler shields - real crown shapes 
in copper, important currency for present and future potlatch: it suffices 
to kill the one possessing them, or to seize from him one of the trappings 
of ritual, robes or masks, so as to inherit his names, his goods, his obli- 



gations, his ancestors, his 'person' (personne), in the fullest sense of the 
word.8 In this way ranks, goods, personal rights, and things, as well as 
their particular spirit, are acquired. 

This huge masquerade in its entirety, this whole drama, this compli- 
cated ballet of ecstatic states, concerns as much the past as the future, 
becomes a test for its performer, and proof of the presence within him of 
the naualaku, an element of an impersonal force, or of the ancestor, or 
of the personal god, in any case of the superhuman power, spiritual and 
ultimate. The potlatch of victory, of the copper won by conquest, corre- 
spond to the impeccable dance, to a successful state of possession. 

There is no time left to develop all these subjects. Almost from an 
anecdotal viewpoint, I would like to draw your attention to an institu- 
tion, an object commonly found from the Nootka right up to the Tlingit 
of North Alaska. This is the use of those remarkable shutter masks, which 
are double and even triple, which open up to reveal the two or three 
creatures (totems placed one upon the other) personified by the wearer 
of the mask.9 You can see some very fine examples of them in the British 
Museum. And all those celebrated totem poles, those soapstone pipes, 
etc., all those objects which have become rubbishy goods designed for 
the tourists brought there by train or on cruises - all these may be ana- 
lysed in the same way. A pipe I believe to be Haida in origin, one to 
which I have hardly given any attention, in point of fact represents a 
young initiate in his pointed headdress, presented by his spirit father, 
likewise behatted, bearing the grampus. Beneath the one initiated, to whom 
they are subordinate in descending order: a frog - doubtless his mother 
- and a crow, doubtless his maternal grandfather. 

We shall not deal with the very important case of change of name 
during a lifetime - particularly that of a noble. It would entail expound- 
ing a whole succession of curious facts regarding substitution: the son, a 
minor, is temporarily represented by his father, who assumes provision- 
ally the spirit of the deceased grandfather. Here also we would need to 
set out a complete proof of the presence among the Kwakiutl of dual 
uterine and male descent, and of the system of alternate and displaced 
generations. 

Moreover, it is very remarkable that among the Kwakiutl (and their 
nearest kin, the Heiltsuk, the Bellacoola, etc.) every stage of life is named, 
personified by a fresh name, a fresh title, whether as a child, an adoles- 
cent or an adult, both male and female. Thus one may possess a name as 
a warrior (naturally this does not apply to women), as a prince or prin- 
cess, as a chief or a female chieftain. There is a name for the feast that 
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men and women give, and for the  articular ceremonial that belongs to 
them, for their age of retirement, their name in the society of seals (those 
retired: no states of ecstacy or  possession, no responsibilities, no gains, 
save those arising from past memories). Finally is named their 'secret 
society', in which they are protagonists (a bear - frequent among women, 
who are represented in it by their menfolk or  their sons - wolves, Ha- 
matse [cannibals], etc.). Names are also given to: the chief's house, with 
its roofs, posts, doors, ornamentation, beams, openings, double-headed 
and double-faced snake, the ceremonial boat, the dogs. To  the lists set 
out in the Ethnology of the Kwakiutl1° it must be added that the dishes, 
the forks, the copper objects, everything is emblazoned, endowed with 
life, forming part of the persona of the owner and of the familia, of the 
res of his clan. 

We have singled out the Kwakiutl, and in general the peoples of the 
North-West, because they really do represent the extremes, an excessive- 
ness which allows us better to perceive the facts than in those places 
where, although no less essential, they still remain small-scale and invo- 
luted. Yet we must understand that a large part of the Americans of the 
prairies, in particular the Sioux, possess institutions of this kind. Thus 
the Winnebago, who have been studied by our colleague Radin, have in 
point of fact these successions of forenames, which are determined by 
clans and families, who distribute them according to a certain order, but 
always following precisely a kind of logical distribution of attributes or 
powers and natures,ll founded upon the myth of the origin of the clan, 
and legitimating the right of some person or  another to  assume the role. 

Below is an example of this origin of the names of individuals which 
Radin gives in detail in his model autobiography of Crashing Thunder: 

Now in our clan whenever a child was to be named it was my father who 
did it. That right he now transmitted to my brother. 

Earthmaker, in the beginning, sent four men from above and when they 
came to this earth everything that happened to them was utilized in making 
proper names. This is what our father told us. As they had come from 
above so from that fact has originated a name Comes-from-above; and 
since they came like spirits we have a name Spirit-man. When they came, 
there was a drizzling rain and hence the names Walking-in-mist, Comes- 
in-mist, Drizzling-rain. It is said that when they came to Within-lake they 
alighted upon a small shrub and hence the name Bends-the-shrub; and 
since they alighted on an oak tree, the name Oak-tree. Since our ancestors 
came with the thunderbirds we have a name Thunderbird and since these 
are the animals who cause thunder, we have the name He-who-thunders. 
Similarly we have Walks-with-a-mighty-tread, Shakes-the-earth-down-with- 
his-face, Comes-with-wind-and-hail, Flashes-in-every-direction, Only-a-flash- 
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of-lightning, Streak-of-lightning, Walks-in-the-clouds, He-who-has-long- 
wings, Strikes-the-tree. 

Now the thunderbirds come with terrible thunder-crashes. ~verything 
on earth, animals, plants everything, is deluged with rain. Terrible thunder- 
crashes resound everywhere. From all this a name is derived and that is my 
name - Crashing-Thunder.l2 

Each one of the names of the thunder birds which divide up the differ- * 

ent elements of the thunder totem is that of ancestors who are perpetually 
reincarnated. (We even have a story of two reincarnations.)13 The men 
who reincarnate them are intermediaries between the totemic animal and 
the protecting spirit, and the things emblazoned and the rites of the clan 
or  of the great 'medicines'. All these names and bequeathals of 'roles' 
(personnalitks) are determined by revelations whose limits, indicated by 
his grandmother or the elders, are known to the beneficiary beforehand. 
We discover, if not the same facts, a t  least the same kind of facts, almost 
everywhere in America. We could continue this exposition for the world 
of the Iroquois and the Algonquin, etc. 

Australia 
It is preferable to revert for a moment to more summary and more prim- 
itive facts. Two or three items concern Australia. 

Here also the clan is in no way conceived to be entirely reduced to an 
impersonal, collective being, the totem, represented by the animal species 
and not by individuals - on the one hand men, on the other, animals.14 
Under its human aspect it is the fruit of the reincarnation of spirits that 
have migrated and are perpetually being reborn in the clan. (This is true 
for the Arunta, the Loritja and the Kakadu, etc,) Even among the Arunta 
and the Loritja, these spirits are reincarnated with very great precision at 
the third generation (grandfather-grandson) and at the fifth, where 
grandfather and great-great-grandson are homonyms. Here again it is the 
fruit of uterine descent crossed with male descent. We can, for example, 
study in the distribution of names by individuals, clans and exact matri- 
monial category (eight Arunta categories) the relationship of these names 
to the eternal ancestors, to the ratapa, in the form they take at the mo- 
ment of conception, in the foetus and in the children that they bring to 
the light of day, and between the names of these ratapa and those of 
adults (which are, in particular, those of the functions fulfilled at clan 
and tribal c e r e m ~ n i e s ) . ~ ~  The art underlying all these kinds of distribu- 
tion is not only to arrive at religion, but also to define the position of the 
individual in the rights he enjoys and his place in the tribe, as in its rites. 



Moreover, if, for reasons that will immediately become apparent, I 
have spoken especially about societies with permanent masks (Zuiii, 
Kwakiutl), we must not forget that in Australia, as elsewhere, temporary 
masquerades are simply ceremonies with masks that are not permanent. 
In these men fashion for themselves a superimposed 'personality' (per- 
sonnalitb), a true one in the case of ritual, a feigned one in the case of 
play-acting. Yet, as between the painting of the head and frequently of 
the body, and the wearing of a robe and a mask, there is only a difference 
in degree, and none in function. In both cases all has ended in the enrap- 
tured representation of the ancestor. 

What is more, the presence or absence of the mask are more distin- 
guishing marks of a social, historical and cultural arbitrariness, so to 
speak, than basic traits. Thus the Kiwai, the Papuans of the Isle of Kiwai, 
possess admirable masks, even rivalling those of the Tlingit of North 
America, whilst their not very distant neighbours, the Madnd-Anim, have 
scarcely more than one single mask, which is entirely simple, but enjoy 
admirable celebrations of fraternities and clans, of people decorated from 
top to toe, unrecognizable because of their adornment. 

Let us conclude this first part of our demonstration. Plainly what emerges 
from it is that a whole immense group of societies have arrived at the 
notion of 'role' (personnage), of the role played by the individual in sa- 
cred dramas, just as he plays a role in family life. The function had al- 
ready created the formula in very primitive societies and subsists in soci- 
eties at the present day. Institutions like that of the 'retired', seals of the 
Kwakiutl, usages like that of the Arunta, who relegate to the people of 
no consequence he who can no longer dance, 'he who has lost his Ka- 
bara', are entirely typical. 

Another aspect which I am still somewhat ignoring is that of the notion 
of the reincarnation of a number of spirits that bear names in a determi- 
nate number, into the bodies of a determinate number of individuals. 
Nevertheless, 9. and C. G. Seligman have rightly published the papers of 
Deacon, who had observed the phenomenon in Melanesia. Rattray had 
seen it among the Ashanti Ntoro.16 I should like to state to you that M. 
Maupoil has found in this one of the most important elements in the cult 
of the Fa (Dahomey and Nigeria). All this, however, I am omitting. 

Let us move on from the notion of 'role' (personnage) to the notion of 
'person' (persome) and of 'self' (moi). 



111: The Latin 'persona' 
You all know how normal and classical is the notion of the Latin per- - 
sona: a mask, a tragic mask, a ritual mask, and the ancestral mask. It 
dates back to the beginnings of Latin civilisation. 

I have to show you how indeed the notion has become one shared also 
by us. The space, the time and the differences that separate that origin 
from this terminal point are considerable. Evolutions and revolutions pile 
up upon one another, this time in history, according to precise dates, for 
causes, plain to see, which we are about to describe. In one place this 
category of the mind has wavered, in another it has set down deep roots. 

Even among the very great and ancient societies which first became 
conscious of it, two of them, so to speak, invented it, only to allow it to 
fade away almost irrevocably. All this occurred in the last centuries B.C. 
The examples are edifying: they concern Brahmanic and Buddhist India, 
and ancient China. 

India 
India appears to me indeed to have been the most ancient of civilisations 
aware of the notion of the individual, of his consciousness - may I say, 
of the 'self' (moi). Ahamkiira, the "creation of the 'I' " (je), is the name 
of the individual consciousness; aham equals 'I' (je): It is the same Indo- 
European word as 'ego'. The word ahamk2ra is clearly a technical word, 
invented by some school of wise seers, risen above all psychological illu- 
sions. The slimkhya, the school which in point of fact must have preceded 
Buddhism, maintains the composite character of things and minds 
(siimkhya actually means 'composition'), esteeming that the 'self' (moi) 
is the illusory thing. For its part, Buddhism, in a first phase of its history, 
laid down that it was a mere composite, capable of division and of being 
resolvable into the skandha, and sought after its annihilation in the monk. 

The great Brahmanic schools of the Upanishads - assuredly predating 
the siiqkhya itself, as well as the two orthodox forms of the Vedanta 
which follow them - all start from the maxim of the 'seers' (voyants), 
right up to the dialogue of Vishnu in the Bhagavad Gitl demonstrating 
the truth to Arjuna: tat tvam asi, which corresponds almost word for 
word to the English, 'that thou art7 (the universe). Even the later Vedic 
ritual and the commentaries upon it were already imbued with these me- 
taphysics. 

China 
About China I know only what Marcel Granet, my colleague and friend, 
has been kind enough to inform me. Even today nowhere is more account 
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taken of the individual, and particularly df his social status, nowhere is 
he more rigorously categorized. What Granet's admirable studies reveal 
to us about ancient China is the strength and grandeur of institutions 
comparable to those of the American North-West. Birth-order, rank and 
the interplay of the social classes settle the names and life style of the 
individual, his 'face', as is still said, in terms that we are also beginning 
to employ. His individuality is his ming, his name. China has preserved 
these archaic notions, yet at the same time has removed from individu- 
ality every trace of its being eternal and indissoluble. The name, the ming, 
represents a collective noun, something springing from elsewhere: one's 
corresponding ancestor bore it, just as it will fall to the descendant of its 
present bearer. Whenever they have philosophized about it, whenever in 
certain metaphysical schools they have attempted to explain what it is, 
they have said of the individual that he is a composite, made up of sben 
and kwei - two other collective nouns - in this life. Taoism and Bud- 
dhism also went down this road, and the notion of the 'person' (per- 
sonne) ceased to evolve. 

Other nations have known or adopted ideas of the same kind. Those 
who have made of the human person a complete entity, independent of 
all others save God, are rare. 

The most important were the Romans. In our view it was there, in 
Rome, that this latter idea was worked out. 

IV: The 'persona' 
In contrast to the Hindus and the Chinese, the Romans, or perhaps rather 
the Latins, seem to be the people who in part established the notion of 
'person' (personne), the designation for which has remained precisely the 
Latin word. From the very outset we are transported into the same sys- 
tems of facts as those mentioned before, but already in a new form: the 
'person' (personne) is more than an organisational fact, more than a name 
or a right to aFsume a role and a ritual mask. It is a basic fact of law. In 
law, according to the legal experts, there are only personae, res and ac- 
tiones: this principle still regulates the divisions between our codes of 
law. Yet this outcome is the result of particular evolution in Roman law. 

Somewhat rashly, this is the way I can envisage this state of affairs to 
have arisen." It does seem that the original meaning of the word was 
exclusively that of 'mask'. Naturally the explanation of Latin etymolo- 
gists, that persona, coming from perlsonare, is the mask through which 
(per) resounds the voice (of the actor) is a derivation invented afterwards 
- although we do distinguish between persona and persona muta, the 
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silent role in drama and mime. In reality the word does not even seem to 
be from a sound Latin root. It is believed to be of Etruscan origin, like 
other nouns ending in '-na' (Porsenna, Caecina, etc.). Meillet and Er- 
nout's Dictionnaire Etymologique compares it to a word, farsu, handed 
down in garbled form, and M. Benveniste informs me that it may come 
from a Greek borrowing made by the Etruscans, npbuw~ov  ('perso'). Yet 
it is the case that materially even the institution of masks, and in partic- 
ular of masks of ancestors, appears mainly to have had its home in Etru- 
ria. The Etruscans had a 'mask' civilization. There is no comparison be- 
tween the masses of wooden masks and of those in terra cotta - the wax , 
ones have vanished - the masses of effigies of sleeping or seated ancestors 
found in the excavations made of the vast Tyrrhenian kingdom, and those 
found at Rome, in the Latium, or in Greater Greece (Graecia Magna) - 
moreover, in my view, these are very frequently of Etruscan manufacture. 

Yet if it is not the Latins who invented the word and the institutions, 
at least it was they who gave it the original meaning which has become 
our own. This was the process that occurred. 

Firstly, among them are to be found definite traces of institutions of 
the same kind as ceremonies of clans, masks and paints with which the 
actors bedeck themselves according to the names they bear. At least one 
of the great rituals of earliest Rome corresponds exactly to the common 
type whose salient forms we have depicted. This is that of the Hirpi SOY- 
ani, the wolves of the Soracte (Hirpi is the name of the wolf in Samnite). 
Festus (93, 25) states: Irpini appellati nomine lupi, quem irpum dicunt 
Samnites; eum enim ducem secuti agros occupavere. ('They are called 
Irpini, the name of the wolf, which the Samnites call irpus; following a 
wolf they arrived at their later domain'.)18 

Members of the families who bore that title walked on burning coals 
at the sanctuary of the goddess Feronia, and enjoyed privileges, including 
exemption from taxation. Sir James Frazer already speculated that they 
were the remnants of an ancient clan, which had become a fraternity, 
bearing names, and wearing skins and masks. Yet there is something else: 
it seems that we are truly in the presence of the very myth of Rome. 'Acca 
Larentia', the old woman, the mother of the Lares, who was honoured 
at the Larentalia (December) is none other than the indigitamentum, the 
secret name of the Roman She-Wolf, the mother of Romulus and Remus 
(Ovid, Fastes, I, 55 ff).19 A clan, dances, masks, a name, names, a ritual. 
I accept that the facts are divided somewhat into two elements: a frater- 
nity which survives, and a myth which recounts what preceded the foun- 
dation of Rome itself. But the two parts form a complete whole. The 



study of other Roman collegia would permit other hypotheses. All in all, 
Samnites, Etruscans and Latins still lived in an environment we have just 
left, from personae, masks and names, and individual rights to rituals 
and privileges. 

From this to the notion of 'person' (personne) but a single step needs 
to be taken. It was perhaps not taken immediately. I imagine that legends 
like that of the consul Brutus and his sons and the end of the right of the 
pater to kill his sons, his sui, signify the acquisition of the persona by the 
sons, even while their father was still alive. I believe that the revolt of the 
Plebs, the right to full citizenship that, following upon th.e sons of sena- 
torial families, was gained by all the plebeian members of the gentes, was 
decisive. All freemen of Rome were Roman citizens, all had a civil per- 
sona; some became religious personae; some masks, names and rituals 
remained attached to some privileged families of the religious collegia. 

Yet another custom arrived at the same final-state: that of forenames, 
surnames and pseudonyms (nicknames). The Roman citizen had a right 
to the nomen, the praenomen and the cognomen that his gens assigned 
to him. A forename, for example, might signify the birth-order of the 
ancestor who bore it: Primus, Secundus. The sacred name - nomen, nu- 
men - of the gens; the cognomen, the pseudonym (nickname) - not sur- 
name - such as Naso, Cicero, etc20 A senatus-consultus decision deter- 
mined (clearly there must have been some abuses) that one had no right 
to borrow and adorn oneself with any other forename of any other gens 
than one's own. The cognomen followed a different historical course: it 
ended by confusing cognomen, the pseudonym that one might bear, with 
imago, the wax mask moulded upon the face, the .rrpbuo.rrov of the dead 
ancestor kept in the wings of the aula of the family house. For a long 
time the use of these masks and statues must have been reserved for pa- 
trician families, and in fact, even more so than in law, it does not appear 
to have spread very widely among the plebeians. It is rather usurpers and 
foreigners who adopt cognomina which did not belong to them. The very 
words cogno;nen and imago are, in a manner of speaking, indissolubly 
linked in formulas that were almost in current use. I give below one of 
the facts - in my view typical - which was my starting point for all this 
research, one which I found without even looking for it. It concerns a 
doubtful individual, Staienus, against whom Cicero is pleading on behalf 
of Cluentius. This is the scene. Tum appelat hilari vultu hominem Bul- 
bus, ut phcidissime potest. "Quid tu, inquit, Paete?" Hoc enim sibi Staienus 
cognomen ex imaginibus Aeliorum delegerat ne sese Ligurem fecisset, 



nationis magis quam generis uti cognomine v i d e r e t ~ r . ~ ~  Paetus is a cog- 
nomen of the Aelii, to which Staienus, a Ligurian, had no right, and 
which he usurped in order to conceal his nationality and to make believe 
that he was of an ancestry other than his own. Usurpation of 'person' 
(personne), fictitiousness of 'person' (personne), title and affiliation. 

One of the finest documents, and among the most authentic, signed in 
the bronze by Claudius the emperor (just as the Tables of Ancyre of 
Augustus have come down to us), the Table of Lyons (48 A.D.) contain- 
ing the imperial oration on the senatorial decision de Jure honorum Gal- 
lis dando, concedes to the young Gaulish senators freshly admitted to the 
Curia the right to the imagines and cognomina of their ancestors. Now 
they will have nothing more to regret. Such as Persicus, 'my dear friend' 
(who had been obliged to choose this foreign pseudonym [nickname]. 
. . . lacking this senatorial decision) and who can now inter imagines 
majorum suorum Allobrogici nomen legere ('choose his naine of Allo- 
brogicus among the "images" of his ancestors'). 

To the very end the Roman Senate thought of itself as being made up 
of a determinate number of patres representing the 'persons' (personnes), 
the 'images' of their ancestors. 

It is to the persona that is attributed the property of the simulacra and 
the imagines.22 

Along with them the word persona, an artificial 'character' (person- 
nage), the mask and role of comedy and tragedy, of trickery and hypoc- 
risy - a stranger to the 'self' (moi) - continued on its way. Yet the per- 
sonal nature of the law had been e~tablished?~ and persona had also 
become synonymous with the true nature of the i n d i ~ i d u a l . ~ ~  

Moreover, the right to the persona had been established. Only the slave 
is excluded from it. Servus non habet personam. He has no 'personality' 
(personnalitb). He does not own his body, nor has he ancestors, name, 
cognomen, or  personal belongings. Old Germanic law still distinguished 
him from the freeman, the Leibeigen, the owner of his body. But at the 
time when the laws of the Saxons and Swabians were drawn up, if the 
serfs did not possess their body, they already had a soul, which Chris- 
tianity had given them. 

But before turning to Christianity, we must trace back another source 
of enrichment, in which not only the Latins participated, but also their 
Greek collaborators, their teachers and interpreters. With Greek philos- 
ophers, and Roman nobles and legal experts it is altogether a different 
edifice that is erected. 
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V: The 'person' (personne): a moral fact 
Let me make myself plain: I think that this effort, this step forward, came 
about above all with the help of the Stoics, whose voluntarist and per- 
sonal ethics were able to enrich the Roman notion of the 'person' (per- 
sonne), and was even enriched itself whilst enriching the law.2s I believe, 
but unfortunately can only begin to prove it, that the influence of the 
Schools of Athens and Rhodes on the development of Latin moral think- 
ing cannot be exaggerated, and, conversely, the influence of Roman ac- 
tions and of the educational needs of young Romans on the Greek think- 
ers. Polybius and Cicero already attest to this, as do later Seneca, Marcus 
Aurelius and others. 

The word mpbuomov did indeed have the same meaning as persona, a 
mask. But it can then also signify the 'personage' (personnage) that each 
individual is and desires to be, his character (the two words are often 
linked), the true face. From the second century B.C. onwards it very quickly 
assumes the meaning of persona. Translating exactly and legally persona, 
it still retains the meaning of a superimposed image; for example, in the 
case of the figure at the prow of a boat (among the Celts, etc.). But it also 
signifies the human, even divine, 'personality' (personnalitb). It all de- 
pends upon the context. The word ~p6uomov is extended to the individ-, 
ual, with his nature laid bare and every mask torn away, and, neverthe- 
less, there is retained the sense of the artificial: the sense of what is the 
innermost nature of this 'person' (personne), and the sense of what is the 
'role-player' (personnage). 

Everything about the classical Latin and Greek Moralists (200 B.C. to 
400 A.D.) has a different ring to it. ~p6uomov is no longer only a persona, 
and - a matter of capital importance - to its juridical meaning is more- 
over added a moral one, a sense of being conscious, independent, auton- 
omous, free and responsible. Moral conscience introduces consciousness 
into the juridical conception of law. To functions, honours, obligations 
and rights is added the conscious moral 'person' (personne). In this re- 
spect I am pkrhaps more venturesome, and yet more clear-cut than M. 
Brunschvicg, who, in his great work, Le Progrb de la Conscience, has 
often touched upon these matters.26 For me the words designating first 
consciousness and then psychological consciousness, the o v v ~ i 8 ~ u r s - ~ b  
ovv~r66s are really Stoic, seem technical and clearly translate conscius, 
conscientia in Roman law. We may even perceive, between the early phase 
of Stoicism and that of the Greco-Latin era, the progress and changes 
definitevely accomplished by the age of Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius. 
In one of the original meanings of accomplice, 'he who has seen with 
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one', d v o ~ S ~ ,  as a witness, we have passed to the meaning of the 'con- 
sciousness of good and evil'. In current use in Latin, the word finally 
takes on this meaning with the Greeks, with Diodorus of Sicily, Lucian 
and Dionysus of Halycarnassus, and self-consciousness (conscience de 
soil has become the attribute of the moral person. Epictetus still keeps *. 
the meaning of the two images which this civilisation had worked on, 
when he writes what Marcus Aurelius quotes, 'carve out your mask', put 
on your 'role' (personnage), your 'type', your 'character', when he sug- 
gested to him what has become with us the examination of conscience. 
Renan saw the importance of this moment in the life of the Mind.27 

But the notion of 'person' (personne) still lacked any sure metaphysical 
foundation. This foundation it owes to Christianity. 

VI: The Christian 'person' (personne) 
It is Christians who have made a metaphysical entity of the 'moral per- 
son' (personne morale), after they became aware of its religious power. 
Our own notion of the human person is still basically the Christian one. 
Here I need only follow the excellent book of S c h l ~ s s m a n . ~ ~  He clearly 
saw - after others, but better than they did - the transition from the 
notion of persona, of 'a man clad in a condition', to the notion of man, 
quite simply, that of the human 'person' (personne). 

Moreover, the notion of a 'moral person' had become so clear that, 
from the very beginning of our era, and even earlier at Rome and 
throughout the Empire, it was applied to all non-real 'personalities' (per- 
sonnalitks) - what we still call by the term 'moral persons' ('legal enti- 
ties'): corporations, religious foundations, etc., which have become 'per- 
sons' (personnes). The word .rrpouw.rrov designated them right up to the 
New Laws and most recent Constitutions. A universitas is a 'collective 
person' (une personne de personnes), but like a city, like Rome, it is a 
'thing', an entity. Indeed as Cicero (De Officiis, I, 34) says: Magistratus 
gerit personam civitatis. And von Carolsfeld compares and comments 
very aptly upon the Epistle to the Galatians, Ch. 3, v. 28: 'You are, with 
respect to the one, neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor freeman, male nor 
female, for you are all one person, ~ k ,  in Christ Jesus.' 

The question was raised regarding the unity of the 'person' (personne), 
and the unity of the Church, in relationship to the unity of God. (&). I t  
was resolved after many discussions. It is the entire history of the Church 
that would have here to be retraced (cf. Suidas, s.v., and the passages of 
the celebrated Discourse upon the Epiphany by St Gregory of Nanzian- 
zus, 39, ~ ~ o , A ) . ~ ~ J O  It is the quarrel concerning the Trinity, the Mono- 



physite dispute, which continued for a long while to exercise men's minds 
and which the Church resolved by taking refuge in the divine mystery, 
although however with decisive firmness and clarity: Unitas in tres per- 
sonas, una persona in duas naturas, the Council of Nicea pronounced 
definitively. Unity of the three persons - of the Trinity - unity of the two 
natures of Christ. It is from the notion of the 'one' that the notion of the 
'person' (personne) was created - I believe that it will long remain so - 
for the divine persons, but at the same time for the human person, sub- 
stance and mode, body and soul, consciousness and act.31 

I shall not comment further, or prolong this theological study. Cassio- 
dorus ended by saying very precisely: persona - substantia rationalis in- 
dividua (Psalmum VII). The person is a rational substance, indivisible 
and i n d i ~ i d u a l . ~ ~  

It remained to make of this rational, individual substance what it is 
today, a consciousness and a category. 

This was the work of a long study by philosophers, which I have only 
a few minutes left to describe.33 

W: The 'person' (persome): a psychological being 
Here I hope I may be forgiven if, summarising a certain amount of per- 
sonal research and countless views the history of which might be traced 
back, I put forward more ideas than proofs. 

However, the notion of the 'person' (personne) was still to undergo a 
further transformation to become what it has become over less than one 
and a half centuries, the "category of 'self' " (moi). Far from existing as 
the primordial innate idea, clearly engraved since Adam in the innermost 
depths of our being, it continues here slowly, and almost right up to our 
own time, to be built upon, to be made clearer and more specific, becom- 
ing identified with self-knowledge and the psychological consciousness. 

All the long labours of the Church, of churches and theologians, of the 
Scholastic philosophers and the Renaissance philosophers - disturbed by 
the Reformation - even brought about some delay, setting up some ob- 
stacles to the creation of the idea that this time we believe to be clear. Up 
to the seventeenth and even up to the end of the eighteenth century, the 
mentality of our ancestors is obsessed with the question of knowing 
whether the individual soul is a substance, or supported by a substance: 
whether it is the nature of man, or whether it is only one of the two 
natures of man; whether it is one and indivisible, or divisible and sepa- 
rable; whether it is free, the absolute source of all action, or whether it is 
determined, fettered by other destinies, by predestination. Anxiously they 



wonder whence it came, who created it and who directs it. And in the 
arguments between sects, between coteries in both the great institutions 
of the Church and in the philosophical schools, we do hardly any better 
than the results achieved in the fourth century A.D. Fortunately the Coun- 
cil of Trent put a stop to futile polemics regarding the personal creation 
of each individual soul. 

Moreover, when we speak of the precise functions of the soul it is to 
thought, thought that is discursive, clear and deductive, that the Renais- 
sance and Descartes address themselves in order to understand their na- 
ture. It is thought that contains the revolutionary Cogito ergo sum; this 
it is that constitutes Spinoza's opposition of the 'extension' to 'thought'. 

Even S p i n ~ z a ~ ~  continued to hold precisely the idea of Antiquity re- 
garding the immortality of the soul. We know that he does not believe in 
the survival after death of any part of the soul other than that which is 
imbued with 'the intellectual love of God'. Basically he was reiterating 
MaYmonides, who was repeating Aristotle (De Anima, 408,6; cf. 430 a; 
Generation of Animals, trans. A.L. Peck [1943], Heinemann [London] 
and Harvard University Press, 11, 3, p. 736 b). Only the noetic soul can 
be eternal, since the other two souls, the vegetative and the sensory, are 
necessarily linked to the body, and the energy of the body does not pen- 
etrate into the v o k  At the same time, by a natural opposition that 
Brunschv i~g~~  has effectively highlighted, it is Spinoza who, better than 
Descartes, better than Leibnitz himself, because he posed above all else 
the ethical problem, has the soundest view of the relationships of the 
individual consciousness with things and with God. 

It is elsewhere, and not among the Cartesians, but in other circles that 
the problem of the 'person' (personne) who is only consciousness has 
found its solution. We cannot exaggerate the importance of sectarian 
movements throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for the 
formation of political and philosophical thought. There it was that were 
posed the questions regarding individual liberty, regarding the individual 
conscience and the right to communicate directly with God, to be one's 
own priest, to have an inner God. The ideas of the Moravian Brothers, 
the Puritans, the Wesleyans and the Pietists are those which form the 
basis on which is established the notion: the 'person' (personne) equals 
the 'self' (moi); the 'self' (moi) equals consciousness, and is its primordial 
category. 

All this does not go back very far. It was necessary to have Hume 
revolutionizing everything (following Berkeley, who had begun to do SO) 

before one could say that in the soul there were only 'states of conscious- 



22 M. Mauss 

ness', 'perceptions'. Yet he ended up by hesitating when faced with the 
notion of 'self' ( m ~ i ) ~ ~  as the basic categoryeof consciousness. The Scots 
adapted his ideas better. 

Only with Kant does it take on precise form. Kant was a Pietist, a 
follower of Swedenborg, the pupil of Tetens, a feeble philosopher but a 
well-informed psychologist and theologian. He found the indivisible 'self' 
(moi) all around him. Kant posed the question, but did not resolve it, 
whether the 'self' (moi), das Ich, is a category. 

The one who finally gave the answer that every act of consciousness 
was an act of the 'self' (moi), the one who founded all science and all 
action on the 'self' (moi), was Fichte. Kant had already made of the in- 
dividual consciousness, the sacred character of the human person, the 
condition for Practical Reason. It was Fichte3' who made of it as well the 
category of the 'self' (moi), the condition of consciousness and of science, 
of Pure Reason. 

From that time onwards the revolution in mentalities was accom- 
plished. Each of us has our 'self' (moi), an echo of the Declaration of the 
Rights of Man, which had predated both Kant and Fichte. 

VIII: Conclusion 
From a simple masquerade to the mask, from a 'role' (personnage) to a 
'person' (personne), to a name, to an individual; from the latter to a 
being possessing metaphysical and moral value; from a moral conscious- 
ness to a sacred being; from the latter to a fundamental form of thought 
and action - the course is accomplished. 

Who knows what progress the Understanding will yet make on this 
matter? We do not know what light will be thrown on these recent prob- 
lems by psychology and sociology, both already well advanced, but which 
must be urged on even more. . 

Who knows even whether this 'category', which all of us here believe 
to be well founded, will always be recognised as such? It is formulated 
only for us, among us. Even its moral strength - the sacred character of 
the human 'person' (personne) - is questioned, not only throughout the 
Orient, which has not yet attained the level of our sciences, but even in 
the countries where this principle was discovered. We have great posses- 
sions to defend. With us the idea could disappear. But let us refrain from 
moralising. 

Yet do not let us speculate too much. Let us say that social anthropol- 
ogy, sociology, history - all teach us to perceive how human thought 
'moves on' (Meyerson). Slowly does it succeed in expressing itself, through 
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time, through societies, their contacts and metamorphoses, along path- 
ways that seem most ~erilous. Let us labour to demonstrate how we must 
become aware of ourselves, in order to perfect our thought and to ex- 
press it better. 

Notes 
Mauss's notes have been corrected and elaborated by Ben Brewster, in his translation of 
Mauss's essays, Sociology and Psychology (1979: Routledge and Kegan Paul, London), 
which we have largely followed in our presentation of the notes here. 

1. Two theses of the Ecole des Hautes Etudes have already touched upon problems of 
this nature: Charles le Coeur, Le Culte de la giniration en Guinke (vol. 45 of the 
Bibliothtque de I'Ecole des Hautes Etudes, Sciences Religieuses); and V. Larock, Essai 
sur la Valeur sacrie et la Valeur sociale des noms de personnes dans les Sociites infir- 
ieures (Paris 1932). 

2. H. Hubert and M. Mauss, Milanges &Histoire des Religions, Preface, 1908. 
3. On the respective dates of the different civilizations which have occupied this area of 

the 'basket people', the 'cliff dwellers', the people of the ruins of the 'mesa' and finally 
of the 'pueblo' (of square and circular shape), a good exposition of likely recent hy- 
potheses is to be found in F. H. H. Roberts, 'The Village of the great Kivas on the Zuiii 
Reservation', Bulletin of American Ethnology, No. 111, 1932, Washington, p. 23 ff. 
Also, by the same author, 'Early Pueblo Ruins', Bulletin ofAmerican Ethnology, 1930, 
No. 90, p.9. 

4. Cushing, Frank Hamilton (1896), 'Outlines of Zuni Creation Myths', 13th Annual 
Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of the Smithsonian In- 
stitution, 1891-2, Washington, D.C., pp. 371-2. 

5. See also G. Davy, Foi jurie (Paris 1922); Mauss, 'Essai sur le Don', Annie Sociolo- 
gique, 1923, where I was not able to emphasise, because it was outside my subject, the 
fact of the 'person' (personne), his rights, duties and religious powers, nor the succes- 
sion of names, etc. Neither Davy nor I were able either to insist on the fact that the 
potlatch not only comprises 'exchanges' of men and women, inheritances, contracts, 
property, ritual services, and first, especially, dances and initiations - but also, ecstatic 
trances, states of possession by the eternal and reincarnate spirits. Everything, even 
war and conflicts, takes place only between the bearers of these hereditary titles, who 
incarnate these souls. 

6. Boas, 'Ethnology of the Kwakiutl', 35th Annual Report of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology, 1913-14, Washington, 1921, p. 431. 

7. Boas, Franz (1921), 'Ethnography of the Kwakiutl based on data collected by George 
Hunt, 35th Annual Report of the Bureau of American Ethnology to the Secretary of 
the Smithsonian Institution, 1913-14, p 823. 

8. The best general exposition of Boas is to be found in 'The Social Organisation and the 
Secret Societies of the Kwakiutl Indians', Report of the U.S. National Museum, 1895, 
p.396 ff. See also pages 465,505, and 658. 

9. The last shutter opens to reveal if not his whole face, at least in any case his mouth, 
and most frequently his eyes and mouth. (See Boas article cited in Note 6, p. 628, fig. 
195) 

10. See Boas article, Note 6, pp. 792-801. 
11. P. Radin, 'The Winnebago Tribe', 37th Annual Report of the Bureau of American 

Ethnology, V:246, gives the names of the Buffalo clan and in the following pages those 
of the other clans. Note especially the distribution of the first four to six forenames for 
men, and those for women. See also other lists, dating from J.O. Dorsey's work. 



12. Note also the same fact, set out differently, in Radin, 'The Winnebago Tribe', p. 194. 
13. P. Radin, Crashing Thunder, The Autobiography of an American Indian, New York, 

Appleton, 1926, p. 41. 
14. Forms of totemism of this kind are to be found in French West Africa and in Nigeria, 

the number of manatees and crocodiles in such and such a backwater corresponding 
to the number of living people. Also probably elsewhere individual animals correspond 
to the number of individual men. 

15. Concerning these three series of names, see the bottom of the five genealogical tables 
(Arunta), in: Strehlow, Aranda Stamme, Vol. 5, Plates. One can follow with interest 
the case of the Jerrambas (the honey-ant) and the Malbankas (the bearers of the name 
of civilising hero who was the founder of the wild-cat clan), both of which occur 
several times in these entirely reliable genealogies. 

16. See also the article by Herskovits, 'The Ashanti Ntoro', I.R.A.I., LXVII: 287-96. A 
good example of the reappearance of names in Bantu country has been cited by E. W. 
Smith and A. Dale, The Ila-Speaking Peoples of Northern Rhodesia, London, 1920. 
C.G. and B. Seligman have been constantly aware of this question. 

17. The sociologist and historian of Roman law are still hampered by the fact that we have 
almost no authentic sources for the very earliest law: some fragments from the era of 
the Kings (Numa) and some pieces from the Law of the Twelve Tables, and then only 
facts written down very much later. Of the complete Roman law, we only begin to 
have a certain idea by legal texts duly reported or discovered in the third and second 
centuries B.C. and even later. Yet we need to conceive of what was the past for the law 
and the City. Regarding the City and its earliest history, the books of M. Piganiol and 
M. Carcopino can be used. 

18. A clear allusion to a wolf-totem form of the god of cereals (Roggenwolf: Germanic). 
The word 'hirpex' gave 'herse' (cf. 'Lupatum'. Cf. Meillet and Emout.) 

19. Cf. the commentaries of Frazer, ad loc., cf. ibid., p. 453., Acca lamenting over the 
corpse of Remus killed by Romulus - the foundation of the Lemuria (the sinister feast 
of the Lemures, of the souls of the dead lying bleeding) - play of words upon Remuria 
and Lemuria. 

20. We should develop further this problem of the relationships at Rome between the 
'persona' and the 'imago', and of the latter with the name: 'nomen', 'praenomen', 
'cognomen'. We have not sufficient time here. The 'person' (personne): this is 'condi- 
tio', 'status', 'munus'. 'Conditio' signifies rank (e.g., 'secunda persona Epaminondae', 
'the second person after Epaminondas'). 'Status' is one's standing in civil life. 'Munus' 
signifies one's responsibilities and honours in civil and military life. All this is deter- 
mined by the name, which is itself determined by family place, class and birth. One 
should read in 'Fastes', in the translation and admirable commentary of Sir James 
Frazer, the passage in which the origin of the name of Augustus is dealt with (11, 1. 
476; cf. 1;'line 589), and why Octavius Augustus did not wish to take the name of 
Romulus, nor that of Quirinus ('qui tenet hoc numen, Romulus ante fuit') and took 
one which summed up the sacred character of all the others (cf. Frazer, ad loc., line 
40). We find there the whole Roman theory regarding names. Likewise in Virgil: Mar- 
cellus, son of Augustus, is already named in limbo, where his 'father', Aeneas sees him. 

Here also should be added a consideration of 'titulus', which is raised in this line. 
M. Ernout tells me that the word itself might well be of Etruscan origin. 

Likewise the grammatical notion of 'person' (personne) which we still use, 'persona' 
(Greek T ~ ~ U W T O V ,  grammarians), should be considered. 

21. Cicero, Marcus Tullius (1927), The Speeches, Pro lege Manilia, Pro Caecina, Pro 
Cluentio, Pro Rabirio perduellionis (translated by H. Grose Hodge), London, Heine- 
mann, pp. 296-7. ('Then Bulbus, with a smile on his face, approached Staienus and 
said in his most ingratiating manner: "Hullo, Paetus!" - for Staienus had adopted the 
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surname of Paetus from the family tree of the Aelii for fear that if he styled himself 
Ligur, it would be thought that his surname came from his race and not his family'.) 

22. Pliny, Natural History, 35,43, Iustiniani Digesta 19.1.17ff and Lucretius, 4,296. 
23. For further examples of the usurpation of 'praenomina', cf. Suetonius, Nero, 1. 
24. Thus Cicero, in Ad Atticum, says 'naturam et personam mean', and 'personam sceleris' 

elsewhere. 
25. To my knowledge the best book on Stoic ethics is still Bonhoffer, Adolf (1894), Die 

Ethik des Stoikers Epictet, Stuttgart, Ferdinand Enke. 
26. See especially, I, p. 69ff. 
27. Renan, Joseph Ernest (1889), 'Examen de conscience philosophique', Revue des Deux 

Mondes, Paris, 94, pp. 721-37. 
28. Siegmund Schlossman (1906), Persona und .rrp6uo.rrov, im Recht und im Christlichen 

Dogma, Leipzig. M. Henri Levy-Bruhl introduced it to me a long while ago and in so 
doing has made this whole demonstration easier. See also the first part of Vol. 1 of 
Schnorr von Carolsfeld, Ludwig (1933), Geschichte derluristischen Person, Munich, 
C.H. Beck'sche Verlagsbuchthandlung. 

29. Suidas (1935) Suidae Lexicon (edited by Ada Adler), vol.1, Leipzig, Teubner. 
30. Gregory of Nazianzus (1858) 'ELF T& '&-pa + G T ~  or Oratio in Sancta Lumine', Patriol- 

ogiae Cursus Completus, Series Graeca (edited by J.-P. Migne), Paris, Petit-Moutrouge, 
V. 36, cols 335-60. 

31. Cf. the notes of Schlossmann, loc. cit., p. 65, etc. 
32. Cf. the Concursus of Rusticus. Cassiodorus Senator, Magnus Aurelius (1958), 'Expos- 

ito Psalmorurn I-LXX', Magni Aurelii Cassiodore Senatoris Opera, para. II , l ,  Corpus 
Christianorum Series Latina, Brepols, Turnbolt. 

33. Regarding this history, this revolution in the notion of unity, there might be a lot more 
to say here. Cf. especially the second volume of Brunschvicg, Progr.4~ de la Conscience. 

34. Ethics, Part V, Proposition XL, corollary, Proposition XXIlI and scholia, in conjunc- 
tion with: Pr. XXXIX and scholia, Pr. XXXVIII and scholia, PC. XXIX and Pr. XXI. 
The notion of intellectual love comes from Leo Hebraeus, the Florentine Platonist. 

35. Progris de la Conscience, I, p. 182 ff. 
36. M. Blondel remindspe of the relevance of the notes of Hume, where the latter poses 

the question of the relationship between 'consciousness and self' (conscience - moi). 
See Treatise of Human Nature (Of Personal Identity). 

37. Die Tatsachen des Bewusstseins (Winter lecture course, 1810-11) A very fine and very 
brief summary is to be found in Xavier Leon (1927), Fichte et son temps, Vol. 111, pp. 
161-9. 



The category of the person: a reading of 
Mauss's last essay 

N. J. Allen 

The Person, as I shall call it, can stimulate exploration of particular cul- 
tures in all sorts of ways, and the more the better. However, there is also 
much room .for reflection simply on the purpose of Mauss's paper as he 
saw it and on its place within his thought. As it stands, it has a com- 
pressed and allusive quality that accounts for part of its charm, but at the 
same time moves it away from most academic prose in the direction of 
fine literature, almost poetry (cf. Dumont 1972:18). The full meaning 
scarcely emerges unless it is read in the light of the rest of his work.' 
Conversely, the essay clarifies, almost epitomizes, a lifetime's thinking by 
one of the great minds of social anthropology. Although there have been 
a number of attempts to express what is essential in Mauss's contribution 
to the subject, none of them takes The Person as starting pointa2 

I shall not consider the general theoretical problems of assessing some- 
one's 'thought', but regarding Mauss specifically it needs to be said that 
much of his early work was published jointly with other members of the 
Annee schobl. The difficult problem of isolating his own contribution 
will be touched on only in passing. Indeed beyond a certain point such a 
separation would be meaningless, as is clear from the important sum- 
mary of his academic activity (1979), which he prepared (without false 
modesty) in connection with his candidature for the College de France. 

The structure of The Person is clear. Apart from the introduction and 
conclusion, the paper consists of an ethnographic section dealing with 
tribal societies and a historical section dealing with Europe, the latter 
being introduced by the brief paragraphs on the ancient oriental civilisa- 
tions. The relationship between the two main sections is frankly evolu- 
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tionary: tribal societies observed and described within the last century 
are adduced as representing a type of society which preceded the Greco- 
Roman and the other historical civilisations. Thus I begin by considering 
Mauss's evolutionism, an aspect of his thought which is often dismissed 
as outmoded even by people who admire and use other aspects of his 
work. He himself was of course aware of contrary trends in the subject, 
but refused to join in the 'scalp dance' over the collapse of evolutionism 
(27 111 287). 

The label 'evolutionist' is an unhappy one since it covers such a variety 
of positions. Surprisingly often, it is still understood as connoting the 
speculations, dogmatism and complacency of nineteenth-century theo- 
rists with their now wholly discarded notions of 'primitive promiscuity', 
'primitive matriarchy' and the like. Perhaps it would be better to talk 
rather of Mauss's world-historical awareness, i.e., his habit of assessing 
particular cultures or social phenomena against the history of humanity 
as a whole. Such assessments more or less necessitate a concept of types 
of society ranging from primitive to modern, and this forms a constant 
background to Mauss's work. In The Person, as often, the typology is 
largely implicit, but even here his assumptions are apparent in the three 
uses of the word 'primitive' in the tribal half of the essay. Sometimes he 
is explicit. 'One can classify societies into four great groups', he writes in 
1920 (111 580), and goes on to offer a straightforward evolutionary ty- 
pology of political structures. In the simplest type (segmentary or poly- 
segmentary), the whole society is divided into totemic clans, and central 
authority is non-existent. 

In most contexts, however, Mauss emphatically rejected the notion of 
an undifferentiated tribal stage in human history. In his Inaugural Lec- 
ture (02 I1 231-2), and repeatedly thereafter (e.g., 33 I1 233), he consis- 
tently presented Australian aboriginal societies as the most primitive that 
were accessible to history or ethnography (as distinct from prehistoric 
archaeology). Unfortunately the even more primitive Tasmanians (Aurig- 
nacian~, as he sometimes called them - M 26, 174) had been destroyed 
too soon to count as accessible, and it was only the Australians, as sur- 
vivors from the Palaeolithic age, who could properly be termed primitive 
(e.g., 23 I1 128). 

Whatever one thinks of this approach (and the question is not easily 
settled), Mauss avoided the crudity of certain styles of evolutionism. If 
Australian societies were primitive in type, it by no means followed that 
they had merely endured unchanged over the millennia (08 I1 201). The 
point is that they 'allow one, while supposing behind them a long history, 



to represent to oneself schematically the first human groupings from which 
the others have originated' (09 I 420). Although he took it as plausible 
that primitivity in certain respects should be accompanied by primitivity 
in others (ibid. 427), he was quite clear that the history of particular 
societies did not necessarily follow the unilineal schemata one can con- 
struct for humanity as a whole (01 111 152,05 I 164). Moreover after the 
First War he came to realise that in so vast a field premature systematis- 
ation was unprofitable (33 111 438), and he warned the fieldworker against 
searching for the primitive (M 166). In any case rudimentary forms were 
not necessarily easy to understand: they had their own type of complex- 
ity resulting from the mutual interpenetration of elements and meanings 
which would be distinct in more evolved forms (09 I 396, 34 I1 149, M 
168). 

Like his uncle Durkheim, Mauss saw the study of the primitive as cen- 
tral to the sociological enterprise. In 1909, in the introduction to his 
thesis on prayer (which concentrated on the Australians), he put the mat- 
ter clearly: 'I believe that in sociology the study of primitive forms (fomzes 
frustes) is, and will long remain, more interesting and more urgent, even 
for the understanding of contemporary phenomena, than the study of the 
forms that immediately preceded the latter. It is not always the phenom- 
ena closest in time that are the profound causes of the phenomena we are 
familiar with' (09 I 366). It is true that later (possibly under the influence 
of Granet), Mauss came to think that- the pre-war Annee had neglected 
the older literate civilizations and overdone the primitive (27 111 184, 
295); but this was a matter of emphasis. 

In The Person Mauss undertakes to lead us 'from Australia to our 
European societies', but in fact he starts not with Australia but with the 
'far from primitive' North American Indians. The main reason is proba- 
bly that the relevant Australian phenomena are more summary and less 
clear-cut (moins net 06 I1 138) - he often stressed the advantage of study- 
ing a social phenomenon in a society exemplifying it in an extreme form. 
Perhaps he also wanted to start with a society that used masks, since it is 
the Latin 'persona equals mask' which bridges the two halves of the es- 
say, and its derivative, personne, which is the key word in the title. I 
suspect too that he had a particular affection for the Zufii. They were 
prominent in 1903 in PC, which (excluding book reviews) was his first 
substantial venture into tribal ethnographic materials, and he was still 
lecturing on the same people in 1940 (I1 268). Moreover he particularly 
admired Cushing (a 'profound observer and sociologue ghial' 27 111 185) 
who had anticipated some of the ideas in PC (04 I1 311). -Whatever the 
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reasons, the implication of his ordering of the paper is that so far as the 
category of the person is concerned, the primitiveness of the Australians 
in technology and other respects makes little difference. To a first ap- 
proximation all the tribal peoples mentioned (North American, Pacific, 
African) share a similar notion of the person. 

If we ask what exactly is the notion that is supposed to have evolved 
in the transition from tribal life to Mauss's contemporary Europe, we 
meet first a terminological problem that constantly recurs in anthropol- 
ogy. We have little alternative but to analyse alien cultures in vocabulary 
developed in our own, but the result is that terms for social phenomena 
become systematically ambiguous. Words like 'law', 'religion', or 'kin- 
ship' may mean (i) what they are ordinarily taken to mean in English, (ii) 
the nearest equivalent in some alien society or group of societies, or (iii) 
what is common to both usages. Thus Mauss is sometimes dealing with 
the contemporary idea of the person (which we wrongly believe to be 
innate), sometimes with its nearest equivalent in cultures remote in space 
or time (Zuiii, Rome), and sometimes with the deeper, more theoretical 
concept that gives the essay its unity. It is unfortunate that the reader is 
left to make the distinctions himself, but to do so greatly clarifies the 
argument. Modern society has a concept of the person (usage i), many 
tribal societies have or had a related concept (usage ii), and it is the con- 
cept in usage iii that has evolved from one to the other, and will evolve 
further. 

Mauss was naturally aware of these distinctions: 'Our music is only 
one music, and yet there exists something which merits the name of "Mu- 
sic" . . . it is the same with all the major classes of social phenomena' (34 
I1 152). Indeed in his early writings he laid considerable emphasis on 
preliminary definitions, both in his methodological statements (01 111 164- 
6) and in his empirical studies (e.g., Sacrifice 99 I 205, Magic 04 SA 16, 
Prayer 09 I 414), where they are regularly italicised. The object was to 
avoid prejudicing 'the investigation by some ethnocentric contemporary 
category or by some inappropriate would-be native category such as 'fe- 
tishism'. The concept of the person, let alone the self, is so close to one 
that it is apt to blur when one tries to focus on it, and one regrets that he 
did not follow his early practice of giving an explicit definition of the 
subject of the essay. However, I think the gap is filled by the statement 
that the investigation will be entirely one of 'droit et morale'. These are 
broad rubrics since in the language of the AnnCe the juridical includes 
the realm of kinship as well as politics and law, while morale (M 161) 
covers the values and general ethos of a society. Nevertheless we can 
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specify that the essay concerns essentially .the concept of the individual 
presupposed by or expressed in a society's dominant value system or 
encompassing ideology. The emphasis is on the public and institutional 
domain; a society's theories of the biological, psychological and meta- 
physical nature of mankind are relevant only in so far as they affect droit 
et morale. Understood as I have defined it, the category of the person is 
necessarily realised in some form, however indistinct, in any society wor- 
thy of the name. It could only be wholly absent in a 'society', presumably 
pre-human, which lacked values and institutions. 

It might be objected that the formulation I offer lays the emphasis too 
much on the sociology and on the ethnographic half of the essay, too 
little on the philosophy and the European history. There are several an- 
swers to this. The philosophical language is in part a holdover from Dur- 
kheim's struggle to establish an academic niche for sociology, to found a 
discipline combining the empiricism of the natural sciences with the pro- 
fundity of philosophy. The list of categories was probably little more 
than a convenient and suggestive device for organising the division of 
labour among members of the Annie school. As for the philosophers, 
they earn their place in the essay mainly because they articulate the con- 
cepts of the person that were expressed in society more or less contem- 
poraneously with them, that is, in the sectarian movements3 or in the 
Declarations of Rights - see the treatment in The Nation (20 111 592-3) 
of the writers and philosophers who translated into words what was al- 
ready present in society. 'The sacred character of the human person' may 
be important intellectually in the philosophy of Kant and his followers, 
but it is relevant in The Person because it is presupposed by the social 
and educational ideals of a liberal democratic state. No doubt, in so far 
as the philosophers suppose themselves to be working a priori, purely by 
means of reasoning from first principles, they exemplify the characteristic 
error of non-sociologists who, unaware of the history and pre-history of 
the fundamkntal notions with which they operate, naively regard them 
as natural. 

Mauss's fundamental commitment to a sociological approach is well 
illustrated by his critical attitude to his colleague, Livy-Bruhl, whose books 
were widely read and of whom he wrote a warm obituary (39 111 560). 
A philosopher by training and profession, Livy-Bruhl had later turned to 
anthropology and attempted to specify the most general characteristics 
of primitive thought. As he implies at the start of The Person, Mauss 
thought this approach was too broad: Lky-Bruhl would have done bet- 
ter to limit himself to studying particular categories. Elsewhere he also 
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criticised the philosopher's insufficient sensitivity to world history, and 
especially his tendency to abstract an idea from its related social institu- 
tions and milieu. For instance, LCvy-Bruhl was perfectly correct in noting 
that many more or less tribal societies identified an individual's name 
with his soul, but this was merely to describe the facts. 'A sociologist of 
the strict obedience' - Mauss means a true Durkheimian - would under- 
stand the belief by showing its foundation in social organisation (23-9 
I1 125-35). What LCvy-Bruhl saw as a problem in primitive cognition, a 
topic for psychological and philosophical consideration, Mauss saw as 
one social phenomenon among others, as something to be related to other 
aspects of the life of members of societies. He even went so far as to 
suggest (ibid. 128) that a complete anthropology could replace philoso- 
phy 'since it would comprehend precisely that history of the human mind 
that philosophy takes for granted'. It is this aspect of Mauss's position 
that explains the brevity of his remarks on India. The ancient metaphy- 
sicians invented sophisticated notions of the person closer in character to 
modern European ideas than to tribal ones, and these even enjoyed con- 
siderable currency through religious teaching and writing. But they did 
not come to dominate droit et morale; they were submerged within the 
encompassing ideology of caste. 

The main purpose of the essay, then, is to establish a base-line notion 
of the person obtaining in tribal society - let us call this elementary form 
the personnage - and then to link it to contemporary notions of the 
person. Being embedded in beliefs and institutions of various kinds, the 
concept of the person is not the sort of entity that is immediately acces- 
sible. 'Just as the linguist must recover beneath the false transcriptions of 
an alphabet the true sounds (phonkmes) that were pronounced, so be- 
neath the information of the best of the natives, Oceanian or American, 
the ethnographer must recover the deep phenomena, the ones which are 
almost unconscious, since they exist only in the collective tradition. It is 
these real phenomena, these choses [i.e. Durkheimian social facts] that 
we shall try to reach through the documentation' (02 111 369). The brief 
sketches of the tribes in The Person are miniature synchronic analyses, 
but since Mauss's style is suggestive rather than systematic I try below to 
summarise and fill out the picture he presents. 

1. The personnage is a member of a bounded tribal society. While 
recognising that in practice an ethnographer might find it extremely 
problematic to identify such a social entity (M 17), Mauss there 
and elsewhere offered definitions of a society. The essence is a def- 



inite group with a sense of attachment to a tract of territory and a 
shared 'constitution' (10 111 377). The group will be large enough 
to contain at least two subgroups and several generations, and its 
sense of wholeness and distinctness from others will generally be 
expressed in a name, a belief in common origin and an aspiration 
to internal harmony ( M  115, 34  111 306-7, 314-15). Many tribal 
self-appellations mean something like 'man' or 'human', outsiders 
being by implication non-man and a fortiori not personnages. 

2. The tribe is divided into segments which may cross-cut each other 
(clans, age-sets, sections, etc. - 31 I11 l l f f ) .  The prototypical per- 
sonnage for Mauss would seem to be a member of a totemic clan. 
Totemism is the commonest religious system in societies where so- 
cial organisation is based on clans, though it is not possible to say 
whether all societies have passed through a totemic phase. One should 
not talk of totemism unless there is a theriomorphic cult practised 
by clans, each of which bears an animal name, or less commonly, 
the name of some other natural species (05-6 I 163, 40). Mauss's 
later definitions also mention a belief in community of substance 
between the natural species and the members of the clan (or other 
social unit) such that both are of the same nature and possess the 
same virtues (M 13 1, 176). 

3. The totemic group possesses a fixed stock of names (prBnoms) and 
souls, one for each personnage. This is another sense in which the 
society is closed or bounded. 

4. The bearer of a name at any time is regarded as the reincarnation 
of the original mythical bearer. (Points 3 and 4 seem to be at the 
very centre of Mauss's concept.) 

5. The name may have a meaning relating to the clan's ancestral totem 
and the associated mythological narratives. These narratives will be 
acted out at initiation ceremonies (M 178). 

6 .  A nam'e is commonly taken over from a grandfather or great-great- 
grandfather, though there are other possibilities (Kwakiutl, Win- 
nebago), including divination (as in Dahomey M 185). 

7. The bearer of a name has the right and duty at ritual gatherings to 
represent the original bearer and/or to be possessed by his spirit. 
This may involve wearing the ancestral mask. However, the iden- 
tity of performer and ancestor can be symbolised in other ways, 
and there is no difference in principle between enduring masks and 
body paintings created afresh for each ritual according to a tradi- 
tional pattern; anyway masks are often burnt after one use (M 82). 
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8. The ritual regularly involves dancing, an art often learned at initi- 
ation ( M  181). 

9. Members of a clan are not necessarily personnages. This may be 
because they have had to retire owing to old age or because they 
are female or  too young. It would seem that some clan members 
otherwise qualified could not be personnages because there would 
not be enough names to go round (unless there were some doubling 
up). This demographic difficulty seems to be the aspect of the paper 
that most needs touching up, even in a 'clay model' for a full study. 
Nor is it clear whether people who are not personnages are 'non- 
persons' in the same sense as the outsiders to  the society or as Ro- 
man slaves. I suppose not, and this implies the possibility of gra- 
dations of personhood. 

Despite such uncertainties, one can sum up Mauss's vision as follows: 
a bounded society consisting of totemic clans, each clan having a fixed 
stock of names transmitted by recognised procedures, the bearers of a 
name being reincarnations of their predecessors back to mythical times 
and dancing out the fact at rituals. 

The idea is one that he had been developing for a very long time. Al- 
ready in 1902 (I 490) he was describing magico-religious birth among 
the Australian Arunta as a 'truly elementary phenomenon, explanatory 
of numerous customs', for instance of the frequent practice of recognis- 
ing a child as some particular ancestor and giving him the latter's name. 
By 1906 (I1 138) the essentials were well established: 

There exists an enormous group of societies, Negro, Malayo-Polynesian, 
Amerindian (Sioux, Algonquin, Iroquois, Pueblo, North-western), Eskimo, 
Australian, where the system of reincarnation of the deceased and inheri- 
tance of the name within the family or clan is the rule. The individual is 
born with his name and his social functions. . . . The number of individu- 
als, names, souls and roles is limited in the clan, and the line of the clan is 
merely a collection (ensemble) of rebirths and deaths of individuals who 
are always the same. 

This passage contains most of the elements of the personnage, though it 
does not explicitly mention rituals, dancing, masks, myth or the way in 
which names characteristically skip one or three generations. Many ref- 
erences to the subject appear about this time. For instance from 1910 one 
might note the treatment of alternating generations among Pacific coast 
tribes (I11 81), and the Vergilian T u  Marcellus eris quoted in a review 
dealing with West Africa (I1 180). Later, in 1925 when reviewing Trob- 
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riand and Ashanti materials (111 131-3), Mauss refers to the complex of 
ideas as more widespread than had been apparent. 

The idea of a sociological approach to the categories of the philoso- 
phers has an equally long history. It is foreshadowed in 1903 (I1 88), and 
several of the categories, though not the person, are treated together as 
such in 1908 (I 28fL which builds on 04 SA 111-2). The locus classicus 
is no doubt Durkheim's treatment of the theory of knowledge in 1912 in 
EF(12-26, 627ff)' but although this work discusses the category of the 
personnalite' with reference to Australian ideas of the soul, it fails to fol- 
low up Mauss's central observation about the finite stock of names and 
souls. 

As for the later transformations of the personnage, a few hints appear 
in early book reviews. In 1905 Mauss noted an interesting treatment of 
the contrast between the egalitarian individualism characteristic of Chris- 
tianity and the aristocratic outlook of the Greek philosophers (11 647), 
while in 1907 he touches on the significance of Jewish sects around the 
time of Jesus in the development of ideas about the individual and his 
conscience (I1 589). In 1920 (111 616-18) he talks more generally of the 
proselytising religions as evolving and spreading the notion of humanity 
as everywhere identical; this was the context in which 'the notion of the 
individual disengaged itself from the social matrix and man gained 
awareness of himself'. In 1921, building on Fauconnet, he spoke briefly 
of the development of the notion of liberty, referring to the history of 
Roman law, to Christian notions of original sin, to 'the appearance of 
the individual conscience of the metaphysical person' and to the Latin 
persona (I1 123). In 1929, stimulated by Levy-Bruhl's insufficient ac- 
count, already mentioned, of the tribal name-soul connexion, he finally 
related the persona to his pre-war work on the 'personnalite" (I1 132-5). 
Another stimulus may have been the Indologist Hopkins, whose account 
of the notions of the soul and self had interested him in 1925 (I 161). 
Certainly in'1930 he was planning to deal with the topic in a festschrift 
for the Japanese historian Anesaki (1979: 216). 

Thus the central themes of The Person, as indeed his attitudes towards 
evolution and philosophy, had been part of Mauss's thinking for more 
than three decades. Similarly, many of the less prominent themes can be 
followed up elsewhere in his work. The brief reference to linguistics re- 
lates to his 'Whorfian' interests, to his view of language as giving access 
to a range of categories additional to those recognised by philosophers. 
He was particularly influenced by Meillet's study of male/female and an- 
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imatetinanimate in the gender system of Indo-European (37 111 51, cf. 39 
I1 166), and he had nourished great hopes for the work on Bantu noun 
classes of his student Bianconi, who died in the Great War (25 111 491- 
2, cf. 07  I1 97-9). When he referred to 'great' and 'small' as categories 
(24 SA 309), it was apparently with reference to North-West Amerindian 
languages (1923164: 126), or perhaps to Masai (06 I1 543). Linguistic 
categories might of course be related to sociological ones: he once thought 
he could glimpse a way of relating Marcel Cohen's work on Semitic ten- 
ses to Hubert's on time (27 I11 192). In The Person the footnote reference 
to the technical use of 'person' in grammar and the problem of deixis 
alluded to in the Introduction are intriguing (cf. Benveniste 1966). I sus- 
pect, from his reference to writing 'the history of abstraction and cate- 
gorization in human cognition' (dans f'esprit - 1923148: 28), that he had 
in mind an evolutionary trend towards greater grammatical indepen- 
dence of the speaker from the subject matter of his statement. This would 
in a general way be parallel to the increasing separation (theoretically) of 
the legal person from his position in society. Perhaps also there would be 
a parallel to the relationship of perceiver and perceived: . . . 'until the 
sixteenth century, following Plato, it was believed that if man could see 
it was because his eye possessed the ability to project a luminous ray onto 
things he saw' (M 165). 

In the paragraph specifically on pyschology the Introduction distin- 
guishes sharply between a pan-human sense of the self, a biological given, 
present in everyone, and the variable concepts created around it by each 
society. However, by the end of the essay the sociological notion of the . 
person is well on the way towards identification with the psychological, 
and the relationship between the two could be explored at any point in 
their history. Mauss was particularly interested in the fact that under 
certain circumstances a healthy member of a tribe may die within days 
without any apparent illness: 'his vital energy is broken because he has 
been separated from the pyschological support constituted by the reli- 
gious society of which he is part' (23 111 282). The phenomenon inter- 
ested him both for its relevance to Durkeim's work on suicide, and as 
bringing the social, pyschological and biological into the most intimate 
contact (26 SA 329-30).4 It is relevant, too, to note that among primi- 
tives moral systems tended not to be interiorised as a conscience (M 161), 
and that in the evolution of prayer and other religious phenomena the 
two great currents were spiritualisation (i.e., interiorisation) and indivi- 
dualisation (09 I 361). Native theories of individual artistic creation might 



also be cited. In Greece the work was extracted from the poet by his 
Muse, while often elsewhere it is revealed to him by spirits (M 190); the 
active agent is external like the soul reincarnated in the tribal. 

This brings us back to the Kwakiutl masquerade, with its components 
of theatre, ballet and ecstasy. Apart from his personal interest in the arts 
(Cazeneuve 1968b: 9), Mauss attached great academic importance to 
aesthetic phenomena, for example, in the Manual, thinking that, together 
with demography and human geography, linguistics and material cul- 
ture, the subject had been unduly neglected by the pre-war Annie (27 111 
190ff). One might distinguish three aspects to the importance of the arts. 
The pyschobiological effects of collective rhythmic movement and vocal- 
ization attracted his attention early on (03 I1 251, 393), for they helped 
to explain belief in the effectiveness of prayer and oral ritual (04 I 548, 
21 I1 122). They were the sort of phenomenon that needed to be included 
in the study of the whole man (24 SA 305), for human sociology was 
only a component of anthropology, that is, human biology (34 I11 313). 
Secondly, the ethnographer should be particularly sensitive to the mix- 
ture of the arts (M 171), to the way in which dance may be associated 
with drama, singing, chanting, music, the decoration of the body or of 
objects, even with that proto-architecture recognisable in the preparation 
of a clearing for an Australian initiation (M 86). Above all, Mauss was 
fascinated by the context in which all these activities typically take place, 
i.e., the f&te or ritual gathering, which represented for him the acme both 
of the sacred and the social. 

Consider his well-known contrast between the secular, dispersed life- 
style of the Eskimos in summer, and the concentrated communal life of 
the winter settlement. The latter is passed, 'one could almost say, in a 
state of continuous religious exaltation . . . a sort of prolonged fgte'. So- 
cial life is marked with a sort of holiness and is collective in the highest 
degree. The heightened sense of the oneness of the community sometimes 
embraces the ancestors, of all generations since mythical times, who are 
summoned to become incarnate in their living namesakes and to take 
part in the exchange of gifts (06 SA 444-7). It was this concept of the 
f2te that enabled him (with Hubert) to write of 'the identity of the sacred 
and the social' (est c o q u  comme sacre' tout ce qui, pour le groupe et ses 
membres, qualifie la socie'te' - 08 1 16-17). 

Of all f2tes the type that interested him most was the North-West 
Amerindian potlatch with its competitive gift exchange and its numerous 
functions: 'such a syncretism of social phenomena is, in our opinion, 
unique in the history of human societies' (10 111 33). This led to his best- 



known book, The Gift, and its best-known phrase 'the total social fact7 
(25 SA 147, 204,274). By this he meant phenomena which 'assemble all 
the men of a society and even the things of the society from all points of 
view and for always' (34 111 329). The conception of society as humans 
plus things was standard in the Durkheimian tradition, the 'points of 
view' correspond to the various aspects of the occasion, religious, eco- 
nomic, legal, aesthetic, sportive, and so forth, while the 'for ever' must 
be a reference to the presence of the ancestors, who will also be reincar- 
nate in descendants. There have been some highly abstract discussions of 
the total social fact (see Cazeneuve 1968a: ch 8), but Mauss's concept 
was in fact characteristically concrete. 

At the heart of the f2te was the dance? 'Dance is at the origin of all 
the arts', and it would be a good starting point for the study of games, 
with all their psychophysical importance (M77, 74). Under the hypnotic 
rhythm of the tribal dance individuals as it were merge in mind and body, 
moving in unity like the spokes of a wheel. It was this sort of context 
that gave rise to the notion of mana which underlies religion as much as 
magic (04 SA 125-30).6 Thus Preuss was largely right in seeing the origin 
of religion in dance and mimetic ritual (06 I1 243). The centrality of 
dance in tribal culture clarifies the reference in The Person to the Kwak- 
iutl and Arunta institutions of compulsory retirement for those too old 
to participate. More precisely, as Granet had shown for China, dancing 
was a test or proof of continued possession by the ancestral spirit (31 I11 
16). 

Apart from the masks themselves material artifacts are given more space 
than one might expect in a crowded essay on la pens& hhumaine. The 
Kwakiutl boat is used to emphasise the possibility of a macro-historical 
perspective on tribal cultures, but like the 'almost anecdotal' reference to 
the Haida pipe, it may have a more general purpose. The essay is explic- 
itly a sample of the work of the French school of sociology, and the post- 
war Mauss attacked 'the fundamental error of mentalist sociology' (LCvy- 
Bruhl again? M 164), and emphatically denied that his approach derived 
all important ideas from social structure, religion and symbolism. For 
concepts of number and space, for the origins of geometry, arithmetic 
and mechanics, one should look to the crafts, to weaving, sailing, the 1 

potter's lathe . . . (27 111 185), even if the phenomena are often coloured 
by religious and moral values (34 I11 330). In a sense Mauss saw human 
thought as operating by a sort of bricolage, though he did not actually 
use the metaphor Ltvi-Strauss was to popularise. As an evolutionist he 
saw the process as cumulative, and to describe it favoured Meyerson's 
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word cheminer, 'make one's way' (34 I1 149). Thus the early Indian thinkers 
took the elements of their 'science' from a0nywhere and everywhere: the 
notion of universal substance was related to a throw in the game of dice, 
and 'does not our own philosophy still subsist on words borrowed from 
all sorts of vocabularies?' (11 I1 600). 'Humanity has built up its mental 
world by all sorts of means: technical and non-technical, mystical and 
non-mystical, using its mind (senses, affect, reason) and its body . . .' (24 
SA 309). These broad formulations stand forcefully near the end of their 
respective pieces. 

The continuity of Mauss's thinking is so striking that Leacock (1954: 
69-70), noting the parallels in argument and ethnographic sources be- 
tween PC in 1903 and The Person in 1938, went so far as to conclude 
that the 'real significance' of the latter lay in its illustration of Mauss's 
evolutionist conservatism. Mauss himself, however, was well aware of 
changes in his views. The study written with his uncle concerned the 
rribals' systematic intellectual constructions of the cosmos, such as con- 
stituted the first step towards scientific philosophies of nature (not their 
ability to classify in everyday contexts - 03 I1 82). The argument was 
that the classifications were originally modelled on the structure of soci- 
ety: 'the world view (mentalit&) of the lower tribes directly reflects their 
anatomical constitution' (06 SA 4-5, cf. 08 [written 063 I 29). He never 
doubted the general direction of the argument,' but in 1907 (I1 95) he 
recognised that by neglecting subtotems it had given too simple a picture 
of tribal structures. Among the Hopi the contents of the natural world 
were parcelled out not only among clans but also among their members, 
who bore the names of subtotems and were associated with religious 
roles and hereditary masks; and Mauss relates this to his earIier obser- 
vations on tribes with finite stocks of names (though one page reference 
is wrong, as so often). Similarly, in 1913 (I1 135), he talks of 'the hier- 
archy of classifications' among the Omaha descending from totem to 
subtotem to 'individual. 

Several times (e.g., 27 I11 221, M 131), this line of thought led Mauss 
to develop or recast the views of his uncle who, following Morgan, had 
exaggerated the amorphousness of the clam8 It was necessary to make 
more explicit the various cross-cutting differentiating factors such as sex, 
age, generation, and locality (31 111 13). Even in systems of non-compet- 
itive total prestations, individual exchange partners are precisely deter- 
mined according to their place in society (26 I11 109n). There is always 
individualism as well as communism in a society - the problem is to 
determine their proportions ( M  102). Durkheim's concept of the 'me- 
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chanical solidarity' of juxtaposed segments, valuable in its time, was too 
simple to express the nature of tribal social cohesion, just as, conversely, 
there was an element of amorphousness in modern egalitarianism (34 111 
319). 

Just as tribal social structure was more sophisticated than he had re- 
alised at first, so was tribal cognition. LCvy-Bruhl, ignoring Durkheim's 
criticism in 1913, had persisted in overemphasising confusions and par- 
ticipations in primitive thought at the expense of contrasts, oppositions 
and differentiations (23-4 I1 126, SA 302). Admittedly (37 I1 159), Dur- 
kheim, Hubert and he had formerly erred in the same way - he must 
have regretted expressions like 'the complete lack of differentiation be- 
tween sign and object, home and person, places and inhabitants' (03 I1 
16). The so-called 'participations' were not merely confusions, but per- " 

fectly deliberate efforts to establish a connection or likeness (Greek horn- 
oiosis 23 I1 130). Indeed Mauss in general put more emphasis than Dur- 
kheim on the active role of humanity in social p h e n ~ m e n a . ~  

By means of their identification with different personnages individuals 
indistinguishable in life-style are rendered qualitatively heterogeneous. 
This is the exact opposite of the modern egalitarian position that, how- 
ever obvious the differences in power and wealth, all men are in principle 
equal in the eyes of the law, and one man's vote is as good as another's. 
In practice, personhood rarely has this sort of homogeneity beyond the 
borders of the nation state, and in 1920 Mauss held that, whatever the 
ultimate truth of the idea of man as 'citizen of the world', it remained 
utopian and without foundation in real interests or contemporary reali- 
ties (I11 629); he thought national differences in intellectual culture were 
actually increasing (ibid 594). However, I think that he would have re- 
cognised over the next sixty years a further homogenisation of person- 
hood, for instance in sex equality legislation and in international atti- 
tudes towards human rights. 

In evolutionary perspective (though Mauss never made the point as 
such) the same ironing out had affected the other categories. For many 
peoples space is profoundly differentiated, each region having its own 
affective value and sui generis virtues, whereas for us it is 'made up of 
parts which resemble each other and are mutually substitutable' (03 11 
86). The bloodless classes and taxa of the logician and natural scientist 

tl 

have developed from social groupings that were the object of differential 
sentiments deriving from religion and kinship (ibid 88 - our society does 
in fact. contrast with most tribal ones in its prescription of more or less 
homogeneous affection towards all relatives). The scientific view of time 



as a uniform succession of instants and durations derives from religious 
calendars in which f2tes split up the continuum into periods regarded as 
qualitatively distinct (07 I SO, summarising Hubert). Numbers, far from 
constituting a straightforward monotonic series, would in early culture 
have had rich and varied symbolic values - Mauss might well have thought 
of Granet (1934: ch 3), for they were intimate friends. As regards sub- 
stance, the abstruse paper mentioned in The Person discusses a decasyl- 
labic Vedic metre which was regarded as food for the gods (11 I1 595). 
Mauss's study was to have focussed on concepts of matter and food, and 
one might wonder whether the heterogeneity of the personnages would 
once have been conceived in terms of differing bodily substances deriving 
from differing totemic dietary rules - the tribal initiand is often given the 
power to eat the sacred animal (39 I1 164). Totality, the category par 
excellence, had been treated in EF (629-35), a passage which Mauss 
thought unduly neglected (27 111 185) and probably accepted (34 I1 150), 
and which developed 03 I1 84. The category was in origin the abstract 
form of the concept of society and was probably closely related to that 
of divinity, but with the development of the wider horizons of world 
religions and internationalism it was becoming ever vaster, more purely 
cognitive, and more detached from its origins. The world no longer con- 
sists of tribes each with its own cosmos, and their dissolution is also a 
homogenisation, even if logically not of identical type to the process that 
has affected the previous categories. 

As for cause, mana was the attribute, simultaneously material and spir- 
itual (for the distinction was not sharp until Spinoza), of what exerts 
mystical power (M 167-8, 198, a chapter revised in 1937-8).1° Perhaps 
in this case Mauss would have argued that the essential evolutionary 
trend was a reduction of mystical causation to non-mystical, which would 
be another sort of homogenisation again. Moreover a compatable reduc- 
tion seems to apply in the other cases. Despite the deliberate effort of 
ritual, and'the subjective reality that it creates (34 I1 151), and even if (as 
I would argue) early kinship systems in certain perfectly objective senses 
approximated the individual to a grandparent, the modern person is closer 
than the personnage to what is actually the case. Mauss himself inclined 
to the view of Hegel and Hamelin that the truest and most fundamental 
categories appeared late in human history (21 I1 124). 

Although The Person begins with the Aristotelian categories this was 
only the provisional strategy of the French school. Aristotle had been 
wrong to think that his logical analysis of the Greek language could by 
itself constitute the analysis of a universal mode of understanding (lo- 



gique): there were other concepts and categories still to be discovered (M 
165-6), for instance those accessible through linguistics. Some were quite 
recent, for example, chance, as in 'games of chance' (M 76) ,  or econom- 
ics - homo economicus really only dated from Mandeville ( M  102). We 
needed the largest possible catalogue of all the categories that mankind 
could be shown to have used. 'We shall then see that there have been, 
and still are, many moons, dead, pale or obscure, in the firmament of 
reason' (24 SA 309, the well-known passage with which LCvi-Strauss 
ended his introduction to SA). 

My purpose has been to understand The Person and the mind that pro- 
duced it rather than to assess the validity of its case. Could it be that, for 
all the long years of learning that lie behind it, Mauss's personnage is 
really a mirage? It would be a long job to re-examine the evidence on the 
tribal societies that Mauss mentions,ll let alone to extend the analysis to 
others. My own experience and knowledge relate particularly to tribals 
belonging linguistically to the proto-Sino-Tibetan stock mentioned in The 
Person, but these societies are not very helpful. As one might expect, 
many isolated elements of the personnage complex are to be found, the 
totemic clans of the Kachari (13 I 594), Tibetan masks (widely diffused 
- M 82), the reincarnate dancers of ancient China (Granet), and so on, 
but not (to my knowledge) the finite stock of souls, names, and roles. 
Mauss would not have been disconcerted - clearly the great majority of 
societies lie in between the poles he considers, or off to the sides. If the 
hypothesis could be convincingly established for enough other areas, there 
would be nothing to prevent one supposing that here, too, sometime in 
prehistory, the dominant ideology was built around the personnage.12 

On a more theoretical note, the grand evolutionary perspective has 
largely been left in the background of social anthropology since Mauss's 
day, and indeed there is much to be said for a degree of humility in the 
face of the general course of human history, 'a subject so vague and vast 
that no social anthropologist would be prepared to think it even mean- 
ingful today' (Lienhardt 1964: 10). However, academic fashions change, 
archaeology, Marxism, sociobiology and the work on lexical universals 
are difficult to ignore entirely, and this aspect of Mauss's approach no 
longer seems particularly dated. If sociological world history is to be written 
by anyone, there can have been very few better equipped with the rele- 
vant knowledge than he was, and there is a vast amount to be explored 
in connexion with the framework he suggested. For instance, at the start 
of his scale, the inheritance of the personnage from grandparents is no 
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mere empirical curiosity: it would be the natural concomitant of the sim- 
plest logical possibility for kinship systems of the type most characteristic 
of tribal society, especially Australia, as I have suggested in a preliminary 
paper which owes much to Mauss (Allen 1982).13 

Those distrustful of even Mauss's careful evolutionism can of course 
translate much of what he says into synchronic terms. One of the mes- 
sages of The Person would be that, if one is interested in value systems, 
the personnage in the masquerade is more similar to the voter in the 
booth or the client in the Citizens Advice Bureau than to the film or 
television actor on the screen. But however one reads the essay, if one 
reads it closely, it must be for its length as rich and as 'total' a piece of 
anthropological writing as one could find. 

Notes 
1. The corpus as used here consists essentially of (i) the often neglected Manual (based on 

lecture courses given between 1926 and 1939), (ii) the seven texts collected in Sociol- 
ogie et Anthropologie (only six in the earlier editions), and (iii) Karady's three-volume 
collection. I have not attempted systematically to cover the uncollected writings. Ab- 
breviations: (i) M, Manual; (ii) SA, Sociologie et Anthropologie; (iii) referred to by 
volume number only (Karady); also PC for Primitive Classification and EF for Dur- 
kheim's Elementary Forms. References to (ii) and (iii) are usually prefaced by the last 
two figures of the date, so that 08 I 3  refers to Oeuvres vol. I, page 3, a text originally 
published in 1908 according to Karady's bibliography. Translations are essentially my 
own; where they are available 1 have often consulted published ones though without 
acknowledgement and without necessarily following them. 

2. Karady lists some of the secondary literature in 111 693, and has followed up his useful 
introduction to the Oeuvres with studies of the Annie school as a sociological phenom- 
enon in itself (1982, cf. also Besnard ed. 1979). The 1973 Paris colloquium is of more 
interest to Africanists than to Maussians (though one might contrast Fortes's reading 
of The Person with the oresent one). Like most commentators. Diaz (1979) concen- . . 
traces on the major texts taken one by one. Several commentators seem to me overin- 
fluenced by Livi-Strauss's interesting but highly personal introduction to SA. Since PC 
was co-authored with Durkheim, the secondary literature is considerable: One might 
note Lukes (1973: ch 22) for valuable distinctions, Aston (1978: ch 3) for an interest- 
ing treatment of the essay qua text, and Bloor (1982). 

3. To a Sourh Asianist, these C. 17-18 movements (whose importance in the develop- 
ment of political and philosophical thought 'can scarcely be exaggerated') recall the 
Indian sectarian movements whose significance as sources of innovation in Indian his- 
tory has been so well emphasised by Dumont - cf. note 13. 

4. Such a 'total' phenomenon seemed to him incompatible with the dissociated and di- 
vided mentality of literate elites (24 SA 306); in spite of progress in recent centuries 
(22 11 483), the mentality of non-elite Europeans, especially women, remained more 
unitary. However, by the thirties at any rate, he was stressing the lack of an adequate 
sociology of women, or, of women in relation to men (31 I11 15, 34 I11 341, M 173). 

5. Mauss's nearest approach to a field trip (ignoring his meeting with some Hopi in 
Washington - SA 38, M 165) was a three-week visit to Morocco, during which his 
personal objective was to learn about a certain cultic dance (30 11 565-6). 

6. In exploring Hubert's contribution to EF, Isambert (1976: 38) comments on Dur- 
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kheim's rather sparse acknowledgement of the work of his disciples and I think this is 
particularly true of Mauss. Mauss used "Elementary Forms of Religious Life" as a title 
in his Inaugural (02 190) and in the Annie vols. 5-6, and Durkheim's treatment of the 
relationship between demographic aggregation and religious emotion is close to his 
own except for the addition of the (characteristically chemical) metaphor of 'efferves- 
cence'. Was this part of the reason why Mauss's review of the book was so dry (13 1 
186)? Certainly after Durkheim's death Mauss made it clear that his own treatment of 
mana would have been more nuanced (23 I1 129), and he also had his own view of the 
belief in the soul: in the 1929 preliminary version of The Person, the cause of the belief 
is in part the necessity to name the individual and specify his social position among the 
dead and the living (11 125). This is considerably more precise than Durkheim's view 
of the soul as 'the totemic principle incarnated in each individual', or his derivation of 
'the notion of person' from an impersonal spiritual principle associated with the group, 
taken together with the bodily discreteness of the group's members (EF 355-6, 386). 
By 1933 (11 143) Mauss felt that Hertz (following Robertson Smith) had over-empha- 
sised dualism and that the early Annie movement in general had in this respect over- 
simplified the notion of the sacred. Mauss might also have given less weight to emblems 
(M 198). 

7, The argument would have been clearer if they had distinguished more directly between 
two possible interpretations of the hypothetical link between society and cosmology: 
as an evolutionary event whereby systematic cosmologies originally came into exis- 
tence, and as a matter of co-variation thereafter, at least in the simpler societies. Mauss 
(who provided all the ethnographic materials for the essay - 1979: 210) probably 
supported both interpretations. For his role in converting Durkheim to the use of the 
ethnographic materials rather than ancient literature, see Condominas (1972: 130). 

8. His self-sacrificing work on behalf of deceased Annie associates has often been re- 
marked on, but this loyalty did not preclude constructive criticism. The reminiscences 
of those who knew him (e.g., Waldberg 1970) show an attractive personality, far from 
austere, in spite of the formidable learning. Clark (1973: 182) transmits the anecdote 
of Mauss, then around forty, hiding behind an orange tree in a caf6 to avoid being seen 
by Durkheim when he should have been at work. In his own writing the warmth of 
character is most apparent in the obituaries, especially those of Sylvain Livi (35 111 
535) and Alice Hertz (1928). For his political attitudes see (as well as the conclusion 
to The Gift) the article on Bolshevism: 'At the risk of appearing old-fashioned and a 
trotter-out of commonplaces we come back plainly to the old Greek and Latin concepts 
. . . of that necessary "friendship", of that "community" which are the delicate essence 
of the City.' One is reminded of the 'delicate and precious' idea of the person, that Idea 
that could disappear with us. 

9. Already in 1901 (I11 148ff) Mauss saw problems in using Durkheim's 'constraint' as a 
criterion of the social, preferring to define it as 'all the ways of acting and thinking 
which the individual finds pre-established and whose transmission takes place gener- 
ally via education'. He particularly emphasised the notion of expectation (attente) with 
its psychological and quantifiable connotations (04 SA 123,23 SA 306,34 I1 117-18). 

10. For Mauss the prototypical example of mana was perhaps a tribal dance exerting its 
magical action at a distance. His vivid image of the Dayak women dancing with their 
sabres constrasts markedly with the extreme abstraction and intellectualism of Livi- 
Strauss's treatment of the same topic (SA xlviff). This is characteristic: The Person 
presents, not a composite generalised portrait of the personnage, but precise facts on 
specific societies, even quite long quotations from the ethnographers. We have repeat- 
edly noted his interest in the concrete, the material, the biological. Another side to this 
realism is his attitude to statistics: he had always had 'an intense certainty, almost a 
physical awareness, that there is nothing in society except statistical totals . . .' (21 I1 



125), and as a student he had considered specialising in quantitative studies (1979: 
214). 

11. Cazeneuve (1958), returning from fieldwork with the Zuni, argued that the data from 
that society did not in fact support the argument of PC. 

12. In defining the theme of The Person 1 emphasise words like 'public' and 'ideology' 
because a society's values are not necessarily unitary, and in any case 'that fragment of 
our life which is our life in society' is not all that needs studying (26 SA 329). Mauss 
would have been the last to deny a universal psychobiological component, a sense of 
common humanity, in moral attitudes to the individual. If a toddler has hurt himself 
and needs comforting, what would it matter who is or is not a personnage? 

13. Another interesting task would be to relate the work of Mauss to that of his pupil and 
continuator Dumont. The latter remarks (1979: XXIX, in criticism of some American 
work): '1 do not think that the comparison of societies should be carried out under the 
rubric of their conception of the human person, since the latter is in my view something 
which is fundamental for some societies but not for others, even if every conception of 
society necessarily implies a certain manner of conceiving men'. Mauss would not 
necessarily have disagreed, since his essay was concerned not with the comparison of 
whole ideologies but with the development lying behind the modern form of the con- 
ception. One welcomes any attempt (see Collins, this volume) to update Mauss's phil- 
osophical vocabulary, but the problem of identifying cultural universals exactly, and 
of deciding whether or not they are a priori necessary, will no doubt be with us for a 
long time. 
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Categories, concepts or predicaments? 
Remarks on Mauss's use of philosophical 
terminology 

Steven Collins 

I 
It is common to find anthropologists, sociologists, intellectual historians 
and others, as well as philosophers, using the philosophical terminology 
of categories of thought to refer to the more or less fundamental ideas, 
concepts or simply patterns of thinking which are found in different cul- 
tures and different historical periods. When these 'categories' are viewed 
as organised (more or less) into a system, we are then often said to be 
confronted with different frameworks, perspectives, world-views, or - 
more drastically - different worlds. The purpose of this chapter is to 
examine what Durkheim and Mauss might have meant by speaking in 
this way; and secondarily to raise some general issues relevant to the use 
of this philosophical vocabulary in cultural or social description and 
analysis. 

The lecture by Mauss to which this volume is devoted was one of the 
last pieces of work produced by the original Annke Sociologique group, 
gathered around and under Durkheim, and Mauss makes clear at the 
outset his awareness of, and allegiance to this tradition: his paper is, he 
says, 

an example . . . of the work of the French school of sociology. We have 
concentrated most especially on the social history of the categories of the 
human mind. We attempt to explain them one by one, using very simply, 
and as a temporary expedient, the list of Aristotelian categories as our 
point of departure. (See Chapter 1.) 

In Durkheim's Elementary Forms of the Religious Life (hereafter EF) we 
are offered a sociological account of 'what philosophers since Aristotle 
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have called the categories of the understanding: ideas of time, space, class, 
number, cause, substance, personality [personnaliti], etc.'l In fact, as we 
shall see, it is not Aristotle but Kant - mediated in a particular way by 
certain French philosophers of Durkheim's own day - whose notion of 
'categories of thoughty lies behind Durkheim's approach to these prob- 
lems. Durkheim has often been taken, in a famous phrase, to have 'so- 
ciologised Kant'. This can mean many things, but at least one influential 
interpretation has definitely relativist (and unKantian) implications. Where 
Kant thought there was but a single and universal set of categories, as the 
form of conceptual organisation necessary for any human thought, any- 
where and at any time, Durkheim is taken to have argued that different 
categories exist in different societies, and at different times; and that the 
necessity with which they impose themselves on human minds is not ab- 
solute, but particular to, and relative to, the particular society or epoch 
in question. Thus Ernest Gellner writes that 

Durkheim's main problem, as he saw it, was not to explain religion but to 
explain conceptual thought, and above all the necessity, the compulsive 
nature of certain of our general concepts . . . It was thus Durkheim who 
paved the way for modern anthropological fieldwork; it was his view that 
in observing (say) the rituals associated with a clan totem, we were privi- 
leged to observe the machinery which explains the conceptual, logical and 
moral compulsions of the members of that society, compulsions similar, 
for instance, to our inability to think of the world outside time. [Gellner's 
italicsI2 

Durkheim's influence on anthropology has of course been enormous; and 
it may not seem a very long way from the characterisation of Durkhei- 
mian sociology given by Gellner to the following, and well-known, rela- 
tivist use of Evans-Pritchard's work by Peter Winch. Speaking not of a 
set or system of categories, but metaphorically of a 'web of beliePy3 Ev- 
ans-Pritchard, in Winch's view, explains the lack of general acceptance 
among the Azande of their (quite commonly expressed) scepticism about 
magic and witchcraft by arguing that 

Such scepticism does not begin to overturn the mystical way of thinking, 
since it is necessarily expressed in terms belonging to that way of thinking. 
[Then quoting Evans-Pritchard:] In this web of belief every strand depends , 

on every other strand and a Zande cannot get outside its meshes because 
this is the only world he knows. The web is not an external structure in 
which he is enclosed. It is the texture of his thought and he cannot think 
that his thought is wrong.4 

Does a Durkheimian sociology of knowledge imply a relativist episte- 
mology? I think that for Durkheim himself, despite some ambiguities and 



contradictions, the answer is no; but for Mauss, who would doubtless 
have considered the question premature, the answer is more likely to be 
yes, or at least 'not yet decided'. As both Durkheim and Mauss noted, 
the philosophical term 'category' goes back to Aristotle; but in the text 
cited by Mauss in note 2, the 1908 joint publication with Hubert, Mk- 
langes d'Histoire des Religions, there is - typicallyS - no mention of 
Aristotle, nor of his list of ten categories. The 'categories' discussed there 
are mana, 'a special category of primitive thought', genre (or class), space 
and time. Hubert and Mauss claim that the notion of mana is an unex- 
amined principle underlying 'the judgements and reasonings' of magic, 
and that 

These principles of such judgements and reasonings, without which one 
does not think them possible, are what are called in philosophy categories. 

Constantly present in language, without their being necessarily explicit, 
they exist ordinarily in the form of determining habits of consciousness, 
themselves uncons~ious.~ 

Aristotle is named explicitly in another, and often-quoted remark of 
Mauss, made in 1924: 

The Aristotelian categories are not indeed the only ones which exist in our 
mind, or which have existed in the mind and which must be treated. It is 
necessary first of all to draw up the largest possible list of categories; one 
must start from all those which it is possible to know that men have used. 
It will be seen then that there have been and there still are dead or pale or 
obscure moons in the firmament of reason.' 

This sort of talk would seem to suggest that Mauss uses the term category 
simply to refer to certain fundamental and pervasive forms of conceptual 
organisation, and that - like Aristotle - he neither had nor wanted to 
have any very definite conception of how these categories were to be 
ordered into a system or set of systems. 

In the q'uotation from Durkheim's EF given above, the addition of 'etc.' 
to the list of categories (by no means unusual in such sociological and 
culture-historical contexts) might seem to suggest that Durkheim thought 
any such list could be extended and was not systematically ordered or 
complete. But in fact he, like Kant, has an un-Aristotelian sense of system 
and order in 'the categories of thought'. In the Critique of Pure Reason, 
Kant had claimed that his own list of categories, unlike that of Aristotle, 
'has not arisen rhapsodically as the result of a haphazard search'; and 
that Aristotle, in whose 'search for these fundamental concepts [there 
was] no principle, . . . merely picked them up as they came his way, and 



at first procured ten of them which he called categ~ries ' .~  Kant's own 
table of categories, on the contrary, was intended to be systematic and 
complete, derived from (traditional) logic, in which 'the logical functions 
in all possible judgements', were to be found, so that 'these functions 
specify the understanding completely, and yield an exhaustive inventory 
of its powers'.9 Kant's categories were thus intended to be the universally 
necessary form or structure of human thought, in all cultures and at all 
times. Accordingly, Durkheim writes in EF that 

At the root of all our judgements there are a certain number of essential 
notions which dominate all our iritellectual life . . . [These 'categories'] cor- 
respond to the most universal properties of things. They ,are like the solid 
frameworks which enclose thought. . . Other ideas are contingent and un- 
steady; we can conceive of their being unknown to a man, a society or an 
epoch; but these others appear to be nearly inseparable from the normal 
working of the mind. They are like the framework of the intelligence.I0 

For Durkheim also, the categories of thought have a kind of necessity, 
which he expresses in high Kantian style: 'it is a special sort of moral 
necessity which is to the intellectual life what moral obligation is to the 
will'.ll In the words immediately preceding this, however, he seems to 
introduce an un-Kantian notion of variation in categories, which seems 
to leave open the possibility of there being not just one, but several 'ca- 
tegorial frameworks'.12 Arguing against both a Humean empiricist, and 
a Kantian a priori account of the origin of categories, he claims that 

the necessity with which the categories are imposed upon us is not the 
effect of simple habits whose yoke we could easily throw off with a little 

, effort; nor is it a physical or metaphysical necessity, since the categories 
change in different places and times.13 

It is not difficult to find in Durkheim's work as a whole remarks which 
suggest a quite straightforwardly un-Kantian non-universalist view. Per- 
haps the most trenchant is to be found in the posthumously edited lecture 
series Pragmatism and Sociology, where he asserts that 

we can no longer accept a unique and invariable system of categories, of 
intellectual frameworks. The frameworks which have had their raison d'dtre 
in the civilisations of  other times no longer have one today, a fact which, 
of course, does not take anything away from the value which they had for 
their epoch.14 

Part, at least, of the reason for this ambiguity in Durkheim's thought 
lies in the personal and academic milieu of Durkheim himself. He was 
concerned, of course, to establish sociology as an independent academic 
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discipline, not subsumable by others, and in particular by philosophy. To 
this end, he stressed two potentially conflicting roles for the new 'study 
of society'. On the one hand, he stressed empirical variation in the thought 
and institutions of different societies, in order to argue that philosophical 
epistemology must necessarily be complemented by historical sociology. 
In this context, he speaks of categories varying, changing, and so on, 
across societies and epochs. On the other hand he was concerned to stress 
the abstract notion of Society, of social life as the all-important cognitive 
and moral force in human consciousness. In this context he speaks of the 1 

(i.e., the single and universal set of)  categories as having their origin in 
Society. In 1888, Durkheim criticised Comte for 'fixing on Society, not 
on societies classified into types and species', and claimed that Comte's 
kind of sociology was 'less a special study of social beings than a philo- 
sophical meditation on human sociability in general'.ls Nonetheless, in 
many aspects of his own sociology - as I shall try to show in relation to 
his and Mauss's epistemology - he never clearly separated what was (or 
might be) true of all societies, as examples of Society, from what was (or ' 
might be) true of only some of them.16 It is worth noting in passing how 
this affects his political thought - or at least our view of its implications. 
For him the overwhelmingly important dimension of moral and political 
values was the fact of collective, social life. Thus where Kant simply con- 
sidered the categories of thought, in the abstract and for the individual, 
as constitutive of human nature, Durkheim saw the socially originated 
categories as constitutive both of social life - 'society could not abandon 
the categories to the free choice of the individual without abandoning 
itself' - and of the individual mind: 'does a mind ostensibly free itself 
from these forms of thought? It is [then] no longer considered a human 
mind in the full sense of the word, and is treated accordingly'." If we 
regard this as referring not to the abstract and (indeed) a priori fact of 
social life as a precondition of human nature but to concrete and empir- 
ical facts of particular societies at particular times, then this imposition 
of 'moral and logical conformity' on the members of that society will 
produce a very different political temper from Durkheim's own social- 
democratic individualism. Just before the Second World War, and Mauss's 
insanity, Lion Brunschvicg said that 'Nuremberg is religion according to 
Durkheim, society adoring itself'. Mauss, although knowing that this 
charge was unjustified (as indeed it is), nevertheless felt keenly the 'real 
tragedy' which Nazism represented for 'Durkheim, and after him, the 
rest of us'.18 Of course, on a more theoretical level, it has been precisely 
the assertion of cross-cultural variability and irreducibility of 'conceptual 
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frame-works', combined with intra-cultural determinism (of a stronger 
or weaker sort) which has characterised much relativist social science, 
particularly of the post-Wittgensteinian Winchian sort. 

Sorting out these issues in themselves and exhaustively would be a task 
far beyond the possible range of a single essay, book, or individual thinker. 
But in seeking to help clarify the Durkheimian tradition in the sociology .. 
of knowledge, and of Mauss's contribution to it, three related problems 
seem to me to be of particular importance. 

Are (the) categories of thought empirical or  a priori in origin? 
This is clearly one of Durkheim's main concerns, perhaps his only real 
concern, in EF. He first describes a Humean, empiricist approach, in which 
each human mind, after confronting experience (seen as a sequence of 
simple or raw impressions, ideas, sense-data or whatever), then derives 
from this experience, by some practice of habitual abstraction or gener- 
alisation, such notions as causation, the objective existence of things per- 

1 

ceived, and personal identity. The philosophically unsophisticated per- 
son, on this accoudt, sees these notions as intrinsic and given; the 
philosophically sophisticated sees these 'fictions' for what they are, but 
must still rely on them for the commonsense affairs of practical and moral 
life. Durkheim characterises this view in the light of his attitude to indi- 
vidualism (as a methodological principle): on the empiricist account, he 
says, the categories of thought 'are constructed and made up of bits and 
pieces, and . . . the individual is the artisan of this construction'. For the 
a priori, Kantian view, which Durkheim (following Hamelin) calls the 
view of a 'divine reason', 'the categories cannot be derived from experi- 
ence: they are logically prior to it and condition it. They are represented 
as so many irreducible data, immanent in the human mind by virtue of 
its constit~tion' . '~ He rejects this view for a number of reasons. Inter alia, 
it is unscientific, and in any case 'saying that the categories are necessary 
because they are indispensable to the functioning of the human mind is 
simply repeating that they are ne~essa ry ' .~~  His own solution depends on 
rejecting the methodological individualism of the empiricist approach: 
He agrees that all concepts are derived from experience, but insists that 
this is collective experience. Thus, for the individual mind they are a 
priori, being the quintessential 'collective representations' constructed in 
and by (and even in some senses about) the conscience collective. This 
account has oftenY2l and rightly, been taken to anticipate Wittgenstein's 
argument that concepts must necessarily presuppose the existence of, and 
operate according to the public rules of, a social milieu, and that a shared 



public domain of discourse is (in Heidegger's phrase) 'always already 
there' before individual thought and speech. Of course, Wittgenstein's 
argument has been taken to be intricately and intrinsically connected with 
another: that these shared public domains and social milieux are neces- 
sarily particular, necessarily only 'forms of life' or 'language-games', which 
do not rest on any one basic logical linguistic structure or  categorial 
framework. 

The connexion, in post-Wittgensteinian thought, between the need for 
shared, socially-klaborated conceptual rules and the denial of any univer- 
sal set of such rules leads one to the second problem: 

Are categories of thought different in different societies, or is 
there a single, fundamental and universal set? 
Durkheim, as I have suggested, is ambiguous here. On the one hand 'each 
civilisation has its ordered system of concepts which characterises it'22 
and 'the system of concepts with which we think in everyday life is that 
expressed by the vocabulary of our mother tongue'23; on the other hand, 
as we have seen, the categories are 'the solid frameworks which enclose 
all thought', and whereas we can conceive of other ideas 'being unknown 
to a man, a society or an epoch', the categories are 'nearly inseparable 
from the normal working of the intelligence. They are like the framework 
of the intelligence'. It is arguable that Mauss, on the other hand, made 
the relativist, or at least anti-universalist claim, with perhaps a greater 
degree of consistency. As early as 1906 he wrote that: 

When we speak of collective mental states, we are thinking of specific so- 
cieties, and not of society in general, of the people, of indefinite masses, of 
a vague humanity where ideas and sentiments would be transmitted from 
individual to individual, we don't know how . . . [W]e never lose sight of 
the fact that practices and beliefs are special to certain peoples, to certain 
civilisations. They always have the particular colour which each phenom- 
enop takes in each society.24 

In the 1924 'moons in the firmament of reason' passage, in which he 
argues for the need to draw up a list of all categories, not just Aristotelian 
ones, Mauss claims that 'mankind has built up its mind', by all manner 
of means, 'as a random result of [au hasard de] choices, things and times; 
as a random result of nations, their works or  their ruins'. It is only 'this 
sentiment of the present relativity of our reason' which can 'perhaps in- 
spire the best philosophy'. He gives, as examples of things which have 
been categories, the big and the small, the animate and the inanimate, 
the right and the left; and suggests that the (our?) category of substance 



has developed through a variety of vicissitudes, one of its ancestors (in 
India and Greece) being the notion of food.2s Similarly he speaks else- 
where of mana as 'not only a special category of primitive thought' but 
as the 'prior form [of] other categories which still function in our minds: 
those of substance and cause'.16 These kinds of suggestion of change and 
development in categories of thought leads to the third problem: 

Are categories of thought capable of historical change and 
development? 
An 'a priori account of categories will necessarily hold them to be un- 
changing (although the way in which they are explicitly.and linguistically 
conceptualised may alter). Both Durkheim and Mauss, taking a specific 
- sociological - kind of empiricist line, speak of categories developing 
and changing.27 In arguing against an a priori 'divine reason' Durkheim 
claims that the 

categories of human thought are never fixed in any one definite form; they 
are made, unmade and remade incessantly; they change with places and 
times. On the other hand, the divine reason is immutable. How can this 
immutability give rise to this incessant ~ariabi l i ty?~~ 

The categories are not 'very simple notions which the first comer can very 
easily arrange from his own personal observations', but are 'priceless 
instruments of thought which human groups have laboriously forged 
through the centuries . . . A complete section of the history of humanity 
is resumed therein.'29 In the 1924 passage, cited earlier, Mauss asserts 
that in describing and analysing the 'catalogue of categories' the most 
important form of study is h i s t ~ r i c a l . ~ ~  In 1908 he condemned Wundt's 
Volkerpsychologie because it could not explain, nor easily allow for evo- 
lution in 'that order of representations which collective psychology stud- 
ies'. Wundt assumed, he says, 'a common foundation of human mental- 
ity' which could never change because it was not connected with changing 
conditions. Thus it is 'always the same ideas' - he gives the example of 
'the soul' (l'dme) - which by some mysterious and unaccountable 'inner 
dialectic' take on different forms in different places. Dismissing this as 
'running on the spot' Mauss argues that on his sociological view change 
is easily explained, since 'all these facts are considered as products of 
what is properly social life', and 'are related to social factors'.31 Certainly 
in the 1938 lecture, he is closely concerned with historical change; and 
he fears lest the modern and 'delicate' category of the person may disap- 
pear. 
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Durkheim and Mauss, in 1903, had argued in Primitive Classification 
that 'not only has our present notion of classification a history, but this 
history itself implies a considerable prehistory'. Although primitive clas- 
sifications differ from modern scientific ones, nevertheless the two 'seem 
to be connected, with no break in ~ o n t i n u i t y ' . ~ ~  Indeed, this stress on 
historical development - most often, given their evolutionary frame- 
work, in the direction of greater sophistication and complexity - makes 
Durkheim and Mauss, and Durkheim in EF, avoid the simplistic socio- 
logical reductionism with which they are sometimes charged. In the con- 
clusion to the latter work, Durkheim has a remarkable passage, which 
clearly addresses each of the three issues I have discussed: the origin of 
categories of thought, their cross-cultural variability and. their relation- 
ship to history and change. 

Attributing social origins to logical thought is not debasing it o r  diminish- 
ing it or reducing it to nothing more than a system of artificial combina- 
tions; on the contrary, it is relating it to a cause which implies it naturally. 
But this is certainly not to say that the ideas elaborated in this way are at  
once adequate for their object. If society is something universal in relation 
to the individual, it is none the less an individuality itself, which has its 
own personal physiognomy and its idiosyncrasies; it is a particular subject 
and consequently particularises whatever it thinks of. Therefore collective 
representations also contain subjective elements, and these must be pro- 
gressively weeded out, if we are to approach reality more closely . . . 

[Butlthe causes which have determined this [historical] development do  
not seem to be specifically different from those which gave it its initial 
impulse. If logical thought tends to rid itself more and more of the subjec- 
tive and personal elements which it still retains from its origin, it is not 
because extra-social factors have intervened; it is much rather because a 
social life of a new sort is developing. It is this international life which has 
already resulted in universalising religious beliefs . . . [In this process] log- 
ical organisation differentiates itself from the social organisation and be- 
comes autonomous. That is, it seems, how the bond which right at the 
start,linked thought to particular collective individualities is becoming pro- 
gressively looser; how, consequently, it [thought] is becoming always im- 
personal and is universalised. Really and truly human thought is not a 
primitive datum; it is a product of history; it is the ideal limit towards 
which we are constantly approaching, but which in all probability we shall 
never succeed in reaching.33 

This could almost be taken as a description of the programme of Mauss's 
1938 lecture; but before looking at that directly, let me for the moment 
turn to the intellectual influences on Durkheim's and Mauss's sociology 
of knowledge, to show something of why and how they wanted to speak 
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of 'categories of thought', and what specific epistemological and political 
influences shaped Mauss's 'category of the person'. 

I1 
As I have mentioned, Durkheim and Mauss's talk of 'categories of thought' 
is derived from their view of the philosophy of Kant: he would certainly 
not have countenanced any suggestion that sociologists and field-work- 
ing anthropologists were necessary to discover or elucidate the categories 
of the human mind: 'I have to deal with nothing save reason itself and 
its pure thinking; and to obtain complete knowledge of these, there is no 
need to go far afield, since I come upon them in my own self'.34 Of course, 
the content of conceptual organisation might vary; but for Kant its uni- 
versally necessary form is simply available to philosophical introspection. 
Human experience results from two sources: intuitions (Anschauungen) 
and concepts (Begriffe). 'Objects are given to us by means of sensibility 
[Sinnlichkeit] and it alone yields us intuitions; they [i.e., objects] are thought 
through the understanding [Verstand] and through the understanding alone 
arise concepts'.35 Both intuitions and concepts are necessary for con- 
sciousness of the objective world, and both arise through the impinging 
of external objects, as sensation [Empfinding], on the human mind. The 
mind has a structure or form, which orders the material of sensation into 
intuitions and concepts; this structure or form is two-fold, the pure forms 
of intuition - space and time - and the pure forms of the understanding 
- the c a t e g o r i e ~ . ~ ~  None of these forms of ordering experience could 
arise from experience, in the manner assumed by empiricists like Hume, 
since they must be presupposed if any recognisable experience can occur 
at all. Thus they are a priori. They can, however, have no application 
outside of experience; what Kant calls their 'objective employment' is 
always 'immanent'.37 The human mind does have a propensity to over- 
run experience, and to think it can know things - and itself - outside of 
experience, 'transcendentally'; this propensity is natural to human rea- 
son, but is fallacious, and gives rise not to objective knowledge of things 
but merely to 'transcendental' ideas of 'pure reason' (Vernunft), which 
are illusions. The three classes of 'transcendental illusion' which Kant 
describes are: in psychology, the supposed knowledge of the thinking 
subject, the self, as an absolute unity (the Cartesian notion of the soul), 
in cosmology, the supposed knowledge of the absolute unity of the sum 
total of all appearances (the universe as a whole), and in theology, the 
supposed knowledge of the absolute unity of the condition of all possible 
objects of thought (God). Kant regarded the distinction between the ideas 



of pure reason and the pure concepts of the understanding (the catego- 
ries) as the greatest philosophical achievement of his first Critique; and it 
is because the self, subject or  ego (das Ich) can be seen in relation both 
to pure reason (illegitimately) and to the categories (legitimately and nec- 
essarily), that its status in Kant's system is very complex and subtle. On 
the one hand, we read of 

a concept [Begriffl which was not included in the general list of transcen- 
dental concepts [i.e., categories] but which must yet be counted as belong- 
ing to that list, without, however, in the least altering it or declaring it 
defective. This is the concept, or if the term be preferred the judgement 'I 
think' [das Urteil: Ich denke]. As is easily seen, this is the vehicle of all 
concepts, and therefore also of transcendental concepts, and so is always 
included in the conceiving of these latter, and is itself transcendental. But 
it can have no special designation, because it only serves to introduce all 
our thought, as belonging to consciousness.38 

Kant speaks elsewhere of 'I' as a concept and as an expression (Aus- 
druck); and of the 'I think' as a proposition (Satz), representation (Vor- 
stellung) and a thought (Denken - this latter in opposition to its being 
an i n t ~ i t i o n ) . ~ ~  Whatever the terminology, the idea is that self-conscious- 
ness must necessarily accompany any act or  moment of consciousness; 
and in this 'synthetic original unity of apperception I am conscious of 
myself not as I appear to myself, nor as I am in myself, but only that I 
am'.40 I can know with absolute certainty only that I am. I can know 
myself, know what I am, to  a greater or lesser degree, in terms of the 
empirically apparent person or  self that I appear to myself to  be; but I 
cannot know anything about what I am, in terms of my real self. Any 
attempt at such knowledge must fail, according to Kant, because it is 
based on 

the simple, and in itself completely empty representation "I"; and we can- 
not even say that this is a concept, but only that it is a bare consciousness 
[blosses Bewusstein] which accompanies all concepts. Through this I or he 
or it (the thing) which thinks, nothing further is represented than a tran- 
scendental subject of the thoughts = X.40A 

Thus, in at least verbal contradiction with the passages which speak of 
'I' and 'I think' as a concept necessarily accompanying all the categories 
as their vehicle, on thisview 'the I is not a concept, but only a designation 
of the object of inner sense in so far as we know it through no further 
predicate' since 'if the representation of apperception, the I, were a con- 
cept through which anything were thought it could also be used as pred- 
icate of other things or contain such predicates in itself. But it is nothing 
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more than a feeling of existence (Gefiihl eines Daseins) . . .'41 The dis- 
tinction between a knowable, empirical and therefore in some sense de- 
termined and un-free self, and an unknowable, transcendental, undeter- 
mined and free self was of the greatest importance for Kant's ethics; and 
indeed he considered the main point of his first critique to lie in its mak- 
ing possible a true understanding of ethics.42 A passage from Founda- 
tions of the Metaphysics of Morals is worth citing at length, as it shows 
clearly what Kant's ethical view of the self was; and it was the alleged 
inadequacies of this ethical view which made Renouvier and Hamelin, 
influenced by Hegel, take a particular view of 'the category of personal- 
ity' which they bequeathed to Durkheim and Mauss. For Kant the only 
way of assuring human freedom, in morality and rational thought, lay in 
the presupposition of the undetermined, thus free, but unknowable self. 
There is, he says, 

A distinction, however rough, between the sensible world and the intelli- 
gible world, the first of which can vary a great deal according to differences 
of sensibility in sundry observers, while the second, which is its ground, 
always remains the same. Even as regards himself - so far as man is ac- 
quainted with himself by inner sensation - he cannot claim to know what 
he is in himself [wie er an sich selbst sei]. For since he does not, so to speak, 
make himself [er sich selbst nicht gleichsam schafft], and since he acquires 
his concept of self [seinen Begriff] not a priori but empirically, it is natural 
that even about himself he should get information through sense - that is, 
through inner sense - and consequently only through the mere appearance 
of his own nature and through the way his consciohsness is affected. Yet 
beyond this character of himself as a subject made up, as it is, of mere 
appearances [iiber diese aus lauter Erscheinungen zusammengesetzte Bes- 
chaffenheit seines eigenen Subjekts] he must suppose there to be something 
else which is its ground - namely his Ego as this may be constituted in 
itself [sein Ich, wie es an sich selbst beschaffen sein mag]; and thus as 
regards mere perception and the capacity for receiving sensations he must 
count himself as belonging to the sensible world, but as regards whatever 
there may be in him of pure activity [reine Tatigkeit] (whatever comes into 
consciousness, not through affection of the sense, but immediately) he must 
count himself as belonging to the intellectual world, of which, however, he 
knows nothing further.43 

Thus for Kant, there can be differences in self-perception between in- 
dividuals, according to their differences in 'sensibility'; and, perhaps, these 
differences in sensibility might vary systematically across cultures, such 
that each culture has its own concept of the person, or a pattern of con- 
cepts related to  the person. But the Kantian self as a category, or  rather, 
as the unknowable but necessary vehicle of all categories, was part of the 
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'intelligible' or 'intellectual' world (die Verstandeswelt, die intellektuelle 
Welt), which 'always remains the same'. 

I11 
Although Durkheim certainly knew Kant's philosophy directly, he is said 
to have 'mistrusted' K a n t i a n i ~ m , ~ ~  and it was in fact the neo-Kantian 
philosophy of Charles Renouvier from which he derived the epistemolog- 
ical basis for his sociology of knowledge. Renouvier was a figure of very 
great influence in French intellectual life in the latter half of the nine- 
teenth century, as much in his political thought as in his philosophy. 
Certainly his influence on Durkheim was both political and epistemolog- 
ical. Durkheim wrote that 'if you want to mature your thought, devote 
yourself to the study of a great master; take a system apart, laying bare 
its innermost secrets. That is what I did and my educator was Renou- 
vier'.4s Furthermore, during his twenty-five years at the University of 
Bordeaux, he was greatly influenced by the Renouvierist philosopher Oc- 
tave Hamelin, whom he cites as an authority in EF. Renouvier's general 
political influence on Durkheim lay in his overall espousal of bourgeois- 
liberal but social-democratic republicanism, his moral and political em- 
phasis on the individual, and his assertion of 'two complementary bases 
of society: the sacredness of the individual and the fact of human soli- 
d a r i t ~ ' . ~ ~  Both Renouvier and Hamelin constructed epistemological sys- 
tems of categories; but the way in which they did so, and the way their 
epistemology supported their version of moral and political individual- 
ism, owed a great deal to Hegel. Renouvier's system made theoretical 
reason subordinate to  practical reason; and the self or person as a moral 
agent was no longer an unknowable and presupposed ground, but the 
knowable concrete empirical individual. This emphasis was so strong in 
Renouvier that his system came also to be called 'Per~onalism'.~' 

The two main elements adopted by Renouvier from Hegel were just 
this emphasis on the concrete, embodied individual; and an historicist 
view of categories of thought, which allowed for change and develop- 
ment. 

In Hegel's system, the immanent cosmic Spirit (Geist) comes gradually 
(and dialectically, through self-contradiction and self-transcendence) to 
self-knowledge or self-determination (Selbstbestimmung) through histor- 
ical evolution. Categories of thought (Kategorien, or Denkbestimmun- 
gen, 'determinations of thought') are provisional and transient self-em- 
bodiments of Geist, and are instantiated in different Volksgeister, different 
historical communities, or more generally different cultures.48 Since for 
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Hegel the ontological structure of reality is also the conceptual structure 
of logic, this vision can also be expressed as the progressive evolution to 
self-consciousness of the basic Concept (Begriff); this latter is a self-em- 
bodying subject which posits its own objects rather than a representation 
of a separate objective reality. Thus Hegel rejects Kant's distinction be- 
tween the world of appearance, phenomena, and things-in-themselves, 
noumena; and also the distinction between the immanence in appear- 
ances of understanding and its categories, and the (illegitimate) tran- 
scendence of appearances by Reason. Indeed, he explicitly reverses the 
Kantian model, extolling Reason as a higher mode of thought than mere 
understanding, which stays at the level of ordinary experience, where 
things are divided and separate and no underlying unificatory pattern is 
detected. In a way which clearly shows his dependence on Kant as well 
as his disagreements with him, Hegel takes the 'I' or 'I think' as the nec- 
essary vehicle of all categories; for him, as Charles Taylor says, 

The best representation of the Concept in the furniture of the world is the 
'1'. I may have particular concepts, but 'I' is the pure Concept itself, which 
as Concept has come into existence . . . for 'I7, as Hegel explains, is a unity 
which is self-identical, and can abstract from all particular determination 
in order to concentrate on its self-identity. But at the same time, it is par- 
ticularity, different from others, individual personality. The point is that 
the particular characteristics of the 'I' are not merely given, but belong to 
a being who is also capable of abstracting from them and making them 
over, who is free in the sense of having an identity which is beyond any of 
them. Hence these characteristics can be seen as affirmed by this universal 
self-identity. At the same time, while free from any of these characteristics, 
the 'I' is not free from having some; it cannot be without affirming some 
character or other, hence the universal must issue in the par t i~u la r .~~  

In Hegel's own terms, 

Concept is not merely soul [Seele] but free subjective Concept that is for 
itself and therefore possesses personality [die Personlichkeit] - the practi- 
cal, objective Concept determined in and for itself which, as Person, is 
impenetrable atomic subjectivity [der, als Person, undurchdringliche atome 
Subjektivitat ist] - but which, none the less, is not exclusive Individuality 
[Einzelnheit] but universality and cognition . . . As that with which we 
began was the universal, so the result is the individual, the concrete, the 
subject [das Einzelne, Konkrete, Subjekt].'O 

Renouvier and Hamelin, for religious as well as other reasons, rejected 
what they saw as the 'pantheism' of this views1; but they fully accepted 
the transposition of the 'I' as ground of consciousness from Kant's tran- 
scendental unity of apperception to the embodied individual, and they 



saw the cultural recognition of this - in modern individualism - as the 
result of an historical process. Put more directly, for them the free, self- 
determining individual man of western democracies is both the culmina- 
tion and perfection of the evolution of Man as a whole, and, the per- 
fected expression of that universal structure of human nature and mind 
which Renouvier's philosophy thought to capture in its timeless essen- 
tials. 

Most of the details of Renouvier's and Hamelin's systems of categories 
need not detain They saw logic as a dialectically-interrelated net- 
work. The first of their categories is Relation itself, with the (Fichtean) 
sub-divisions of thesis, antithesis and synthesis. Relation, and Personal- 
ity, the last of the categories, form a circle englobing the others. Relation 
is intrinsic to all the other categories, since within each category the dy- 
namic movement of thesis, antithesis and synthesis provides both the means 
of historical development and the connecting link with other categories 
in the system.s3 Personality, subdivided into Self (Soi for Renouvier, Moi 
for Hamelin), Non-Self and Consciousness is similarly intrinsic to all other 
categories, for two reasons. Firstly, after Kant, consciousness is necessary 
to all categories, since 'it is present in them all, or rather all of them are 
present in it. It is only in it, in effect, that representations are given'.s4 
Secondly, after Hegel, this consciousness is necessarily an embodied in- 
dividual subject: for Renouvier, 'consciousness, or to use a perfectly syn- 
onymous term, the person, is the synthesis of self and n o n - ~ e l f ' . ~ ~  For 
Hamelin, as for Hegel, the self-embodying subject is a personnalitk, which 
is an 'active system' (syst2me agissant), a 'concrete being' and 'the key- 
stone' of the whole system.s6 Renouvier criticises Kant's view that the 
free self must exist only in the transcendental world (and thus tries ex- 
plicitly to refute Kant's arguments concerning the illusions of transcen- 
dental r e a s ~ n ) , ~ '  arguing that this 'cripples' Kant's own morality of duty." 
For Renouvier, the ground of all categories and the empirical moral agent 
- what he calls la vraie personnes9 - are the same: 

A person, in effect, is a completely original phenomenon. This individual, 
who is not only individuated [individualisd] because he is a single combi- 
nation of all the determinations of space, time, quality, etc., but again be- 
cause he makes himself [il se fait lui-mzme] by virtue of a free initiative; 
this individual so specially individual is not comparable to any other being. 
Persons appear as having rights and duties, and consequently as being obliged 
to certain rules in their mutual  relation^.^' 

By these means, then, Renouvierist philosophy used certain themes from 
Hegel's philosophy to transform Kant's unknowable transcendental self 
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into the empirically knowable individual - specifically, indeed, the indi- 
vidual of modern liberal society. Confusingly for Renouvier, however, as 
for Durkheim and Mauss after him, Hegel also bequeathed a profound 
problem in relation to the historical evolution of these supposed truths. 
This is a version of a very familiar problem: the self-refutation of relativ- 
ism and historicism. Philosophers differ as to how vicious is the circular- 
ity here, but the argument in simple terms is this: is the system which 
posits relativism itself only relatively true? If categorial frameworks are 
only true in relation to their time and place, is the categorial framework 
which recognises this only true for modern, western culture? There is an 
imbalance in Hegel between on the one hand his philosophy of history 
and politics, together with his account of the evolving conceptual self- 
realization of Geist, and on the other his Logic. In the former, he is con- 
tent to admit that 

Every individual is a child of his time; so philosophy too is its own time 
apprehended in thoughts. It is just as absurd to fancy that a philosophy 
can transcend its contemporary world as it is to fancy that an individual 
can overleap his own age.61 

That is, any philosophical system is an expression - temporary and tran- 
sient - of a particular culture, a Volksgeist, at  a particular time, and the 
categories of thought it describes or embodies are the categories of just 
that time and place. In his Logic, however, Hegel clearly regards his own 
system as a final and complete expression of the universally true nature 
of G e i ~ t . ~ ~  Similarly, Renouvier's account of the categories of thought 
was historical and developmental, at  least in aspiration, and he sought to 
avoid the 'disastrous conclusion' of Kantian timeless a priorism63; but at 
the same time, he sought to avoid also a Humean empiricism, in which 
the categories arise, in some sense contingently, from experience, and in 
which there could be a variety of category-systems depending on the se- 
lection from experience that happens to  be made. As Hamelin explains, 

The categories are necessary phenomena in relation to our minds. . . They 
are necessary truths . . . In Renouvier's words, 'there are laws of the un- 
derstanding, just as there are laws of nature, laws from which the under- 
standing cannot free itself, which are the condition of its being used'.64 

In Renouvier, as in Hegel, one part of the approach stresses change, de- 
velopment and historical specificity in categories of thought, while an- 
other seems to want to give a universally and necessarily true account of 
them. Similarly in Durkheim, one side of his thought stresses the unique- 
ness and modernity of certain conceptions of the person - the sacredness 
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of persons, their individual rights and duties in a free democratic state - 
while another side derives an a priori and universal account of human 
personhood from the - universal and necessary - facts of biological and 
social co-existence. 

IV 
In EF, the 'category of personality' mentioned in the introductory re- 
marks is dealt with in Book 2, Chapter 8, under the title 'The Notion of 
the Soul'. This account is essentially identical with that given in the 1914 
piece 'The Dualism of Human Nature and its Social  condition^'.^^ The 
account is well known, and can be briefly summarised. The traditional 
image of man as homo duplex, as an inhabitant of two worlds, must - 
like all religious beliefs - be regarded as not illusory, but as embodying 
some reality. The reality here is that man is indeed composed of two parts 
or factors, but they are to be described in sociological rather than meta- 
physical terms.66 One part or factor is the body, the biological individual, 
along with that 'class of states of consciousness' which has to do with 
sensory experience of and desire for the material world, for things partic- 
ular to the i n d i ~ i d u a l , ~ ~  and which is constituted by 'vulgar impressions 
arising from his daily relations with external things'.68 This part or kind 
of consciousness is, in Durkheim's highly Comtean terms, egoistic and 
antisocial rather than impersonal, social and - in both cognitive and 
moral senses - a l t r u i ~ t i c . ~ ~  The other part or factor of man is 'the soul'; 
that is, that part of consciousness which is both moral sense or con- 
science (la conscience morale), and at the same time conceptual aware- 
ness. 'The soul' is that which enables individuals (through the public, 
social medium of language) to rise above their mean and petty individual 
appetites to the higher life which is social and moral. It is la conscience 
collective. This movement from individual to social is also a move from 
animal to human; each individual consciousness does - or at'least should 
- recogni'se that in rising to the level of humanity and human personality 
it is rising to the level of the social. The traditibnal idea of the individual 
soul is both a recognition and a misperception of society's indwelling in 
the human heart. The sacredness of the soul derives from the sacredness 
of society, and the idea of the soul's immortality derives from the contin- 
uing existence of society beyond the death of its individual members. 

This account, parts of which can, as I have noted, be phrased in very 
modern, Wittgensteinian or even Popperian termsY7O is importantly, for 
my present purposes, an account which, if true, is true universally. It 
arises from the necessary conditions of creatures who are human and 



Categories, concepts or predicaments? 63 

therefore social, and is thus - for any given individual - a priori. With- 
out this condition, one would not be human. Thus, Durkheim's account 
does provide something which might be a Kantian or (in his Logic) He- 
gelian category.'' In Durkheim's treatment of the other 'categories' we 
find a similar account: given the nature of human sociability and its phys- 
ical conditions, the other categories are universally and necessarily pre- 

I sent. Class is derived from the experience of the human group as an or- 
ganised collectivity, space from the fact of the group's occupying a territory, 

I time from the 'rhythm of social life', cause from the idea of 'efficient 

1 force', itself a notion based on the force of the c~llectivity.'~ In none of 
this do we have that 'incessant mutability' of categories in different times 1 and places, which Durkheim alleged invalidates a Kantian a priorism. 
What he has done is to show that 'the fundamental notions of the mind, 
the essential categories of thought are the product of social factors'73 in 

i the sense that these a priori forms of thought are necessarily connected 

/ with a priori forms of social life. When he does investigate change and 

1 'mutability' in a category of thought - in his discussion of space for 
i example - he produces an account not of the category of space itself 

changing with social conditions, but of the way in which space - once 
given as a category - is conceived to express a cosmology in correlation 
with the organisation of society.74 

Durkheim does have an account of the notion of the person which does 
I emphasire variety and historical change.7s On this view, the notion of the 

person has become in modern times quite specific, as a product of specific 
1 social factors; and it is a notion which is central and inescapable in mod- 

ern political and moral life. Through the division of labour, human in- 
[ dividuals increasingly recognise and realise their own separate personal- ' ities, and this recognition of individuality has become culturally and morally k 

central. Durkheim asserts, with approval, that the sacredness of persons, 

! their individual rights and duties, has become the religion of modern 
times, a religion in which 'man is, at  the same time, both believer and 
God'.76 AS has often been noted, he thus severs the link, often thought 
direct and obvious, between individualism as a methodological principle 
of explanation (to which he was entirely opposed) and individual liberty 

[ as a moral and political ideal (to which he was entirely committed). He 
thinks that these ideas and values have developed historically from Chris- 
tianity, particularly in Protestantism and the Enlightenment. (In this vol- 
ume Louis Dumont, a pupil of Mauss, continues this project of historical 
understanding.) It is of course just this view of the person, and just this 
account of its historical development, which Mauss espouses in his 1938 



lecture. The person, Mauss says, has become a category, 'a fundamental 
form of thought and action' only in modern times. In Mauss's account, 
this historical process is described largely as an evolution in the history 
of ideas. Durkheim had offered an explanatory account of the social fac- 
tors involved, with which Mauss would surely have been in broad agree- 
ment: 

As a consequence of a more advanced division of labour, each mind finds 
itself directed towards a different point of the horizon, reflects a different 
aspect of the world and, as a result, the contents of men's minds differ 
from one subject to another. One is thus gradually proceeding towards a 
state of affairs, now almost attained, in which the members of a single 
social group will no longer have anything in common other than their hu- 
manity, that is, the characteristics which constitute the human person in 
general. This idea of the human person, given different emphases in ac- 
cordance with the diversity of national temperaments, is therefore the sole 
idea that survives, immutable and impersonal, above the changing tides of 
particular opinions; and the sentiments which it awakens are the only ones 
to be found in almost all hearts.77 

Did Durkheim and Mauss regard the evolution of this concept of the 
person as the gradual unfolding of a truth, of a reality, of something 
which has become a category of the human mind in the general and non- 
relative sense? The answer seems characteristically ambiguous. Mauss 
claimed in 1921 that 

A category of thought is not less true because of the fact that it has ap- 
peared late in history. Quite the contrary. We are not far from thinking, as 
(do) Hegel and Hamelin, that the most fundamental ideas are in general 
those that are discovered last, (those) which the mind has taken longest to 
arrive at.78 

In the 1938 piece, however, he alludes to the absence of the category 
'throughout the Orient', and to the contemporary denial of individual 
freedom in western countries (presumably he was thinking of Nazi Ger- 
many) and fears that the 'delicate' category might disappear, claiming 
that 'it is formulated only for us, among us'.79 Durkheim, as we saw, 
held that 'really and truly human thought . . . is the product of history'; 
and he includes in this 'human thought' rational and impersonal science, 
which 'sees things only in their permanent and essential aspects'.80 On 
the other hand, in the article 'Individualism and the Intellectuals' he de- 
scribes the 'individualist' notion of the sacredness of the person as (merely?) 
'the doctrine that is currently necessary.'81 This sort of phrase might sug- 
gest that as history moves on and brings changes in the future, the 'cate- 
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gory' of the person embodied in modern individualism will also change, 
and perhaps disappear. 

This ambiguity about the status of the contemporary notion of the 
person is compounded by the ambiguous relationship between this view 
and Durkheim's more general homo duplex account of the category of 
personality. Anthony Giddens has commented on this general bifurcation 
in Durkheim's thought, and has noted that it leads to conflicting assess- 
ments, particularly of the moral status of i nd iv id~a l i sm.~~  On the general 
homo duplex view any concern with individual satisfactions is necessar- 
ily anti-social and immoral (in theory at least, for obviously the conflict 
between individual and social aims might on occasion be in practice mi- 
nor or non-existent). This condemns utilitarianism, which Durkheim sees 
as positing the reality and value of individuals, who are pre-social, or at 
least not essentially social in their moral status. On the other hand, in his 
particular and historicist view of the person in modern times, the satis- 
faction of individually different desires and aspirations is a cardinal vir- 
tue, at least for us. Giddens thinks that 'Durkheim never managed ade- 
quately to reconcile these two strands of his thought'. Although he may 
never have done so in his published work, I think a reconciliation is pos- 
sible: but it is one which drastically reduces the relativist implications of 
his sociology of knowledge, and reduces the force of his own claims about 
the mutability and capacity for development of categories of thought. 
The homo duplex view is a priori and universal, and can reasonably be 
taken as presenting a sociological account of the origins of the 'category' 
of the person. It answers the first of the three questions I posed in Part I 
of this chapter. This category is empirical, in that it arises from human 
experience; but in that it arises from the universal and necessary experi- 
ence of the conjunction of a biologically individual body with an essen- 
tially collective consciousness, it presents a form of experience which is a 
priori for any individual. Like Kantian categories it defines (the individ- 
ual's) humanity. This general form of experience cannot be said, accord- 
ingly, to vary cross-culturally or develop historically. The historicist ac- 
count of the modern notion of the person - a notion which clearly arises 
at a specific point in human historical experience, and is capable of cross- 
cultural variation and development - thus becomes not an account of the 
development of a category of thought in itself, but an example of the way 
in which the general form of human experience described in the homo 
duplex view is given particular content.83 We are not told in the abstract 
what role la conscience collective plays in human personhood, but rather 
how the contents of collective consciousness - collective representations 
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- have changed over time in such a way as to place specific value on 
certain areas of individual liberty. In Durkheim's words, 'the individual 
is a product of society [sc. is a particular representation in the modern 
collective consciousness] rather than its cause', since 'individualism is a 
social product like all moralities and all  religion^'.^^ 

The title of Mauss's lecture speaks of the self and person as a category 
of thought; most often he speaks of them as notions, and occasionally as 
ideas or concepts. The word for 'self' is moi; on two occasions in his 
lecture he uses soi. He says that (due) to the development of the notions 
of conscius and conscientia in Latin, 'self-consciousness has become the 
attribute of the moral person' (la conscience de soi est devenue l'apanage 
de la personne morale). In showing how Christianity gave a metaphysical 
foundation to this moral-juridical notion, before it became a category in 
the last century and a half, he claims that this notion very gradually has 
'become identified with self-knowledge and the psychological conscious- 
ness' (la connaissance de soi . . . la conscience psychologique). (Compare 
the person first as a 'rational individual substance' and only later 'what 
it is today, a consciousness and a category'.) Mauss explicitly equates 
these terms: 'the person = the self = consciousness - and is its primor- 
dial category'. According to him, Hume hesitated 'when faced with the 
notion of self as the basic category of consciousness', while 'Kant posed 
the question, but did not resolve it, whether the self, das Ich, is a cate- 
gory'. (This is, as we have seen, slightly inaccurate.) It was, finally, Fichte 
who turned 'individual consciousness, the sacred character of the human 
person' into 'the category of the self, the condition of consciousness and 
of science, of Pure Reason'. (It is difficult to assess how important Mauss's 
reference to Fichte is here; certainly Renouvier, whom I have argued to 
be the main influence on Durkheim's and Mauss's epistemology, ac- 
knowledged that his philosophy was derived from Kant through Hegel, 
in the way I have described.) 

In the light of this development of ideas, Mauss's prima facie confused 
use of philosophical terminology becomes, I hope, somewhat less confus- 
ing. Ignoring Durkheim's homo duplex account, Mauss takes the histo- 
ricist account of the rise of modern individualism and the sacredness of 
persons as the gradual unfolding of the category of self very much as did 
Renouvier and Hamelin. Although this philosophical heritage is crucial 
in understanding Mauss's terminology, N.J. Allen is surely right (in Chap- 
ter 2) to say that the notion of the person is important for Mauss socio- 
logically because 'it is presupposed by the social and educational ideals 
of a liberal democratic state'. Mauss claims that his discussion is re- 
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stricted to droit et morale, as Allen stresses; but I do not agree that his 
use of philosophical terminology is as clear, or at least clarifiable, as Al- 
len alleges, and I think that substantial epistemological issues do depend 
on the terminology used and on what its connotations are thought to be. 

Allen argues that Mauss's category of the person 'concerns essentially 
the concept of the individual presupposed by or expressed in a society's 
dominant value system or encompassing ideology'. The emphasis is on 
the public and institutional domain, to the relative exclusion of biologi- 
cal, metaphysical or psychological theories, and this category of the per- 
son is 'necessarily realised in some form, however indistinct, in any soci- 
ety worthy of the name'. Any society without the category would lack 
values and institutions and would be 'presumably pre-human'. Given this 
view, Allen seeks to distinguish (i) what 'the person' means in English, 
(ii) the nearest equivalent in other cultures, and (iii) 'what is common to 
both usages'. This latter is 'the deeper, more theoretical concept that gives 
the essay its unity' and it is this which 'has evolved from [tribal to mod- 
ern societies] and will evolve further'. Now it is obviously true, as Mauss 
was one of the first to point out,8S despite his own lack of fieldwork, that 
the practice of ethnography, as of intellectual history, requires a kind of 
conceptual negotiation, in which our concepts and theirs - Allen's (i) and 
(ii) - interact in a dialogue of observer and observed, to the mutual en- 
richment of both. But if this view of anthropology and the history of 
ideas as art (or craft) is to lead to anthropology or epistemology as sci- 
ence, as contributing to our knowledge of reality, then the presence of 
any concept, category or whatever common to all cultures or epochs - 
Allen's (iii) - is precisely the question here at issue, which cannot be 
begged by simply assuming it must exist. There seems to me no obvious 
reason for assuming that the presence of values and institutions necessar- 
ily expresses or presupposes any concept of the person. Ethnographic 
evidence suggests that many simpler cultures have no expressed concept 
of the person; their conceptual configurations seem to omit any relevant 
item. Even if we were to discover empirically that all societies did have 
some relevantly analogous conceptual item, this would not of itself show 
that they necessarily had to do so. The fact that no society lacks an 'X' 
does not prove that no society could ever lack an 'X'.86 Presumably this 
last point is meant to be covered by Allen's suggestion that the common 
concept is 'presupposed by' and 'necessarily realised in' any system of 
values and institutions. But the problem then becomes how to character- 
ise this universally presupposed and realised 'category', and what kind of 
relation social history (or historiography) might bear to it, The same am- 



biguity found in Durkheim and Mauss is here reproduced: if the category 
is necessary and universal, and so in a sense a priori, then in just this 
sense it cannot have a history. Of course particular conceptual 'realisa- 
tions' of the category must have a social history, and I agree wholeheart- 
edly with Allen when he says that in this sense philosophers (I would 
add, particularly English-language linguistic analysts) often display 'the 
characteristic error of non-sociologists who, unaware of the history and 
pre-history of the notions with which they operate, naively regard them 
as natural'. I think, however, that there is a correspondingly characteris- 
tic error of non-philosophical sociologists, exemplified by Mauss, which 
consists in removing philosophical terms from their context and placing 
them in a new sociological perspective, and then naively supposing that 
their epistemological value can be kept constant. 

Mauss explains his concentration on droit et morale by differentiating 
his discussion from psychology (and linguistics). As Michael Carrithers 
shows in this volume, although he seems to restrict his field in this way, 
in fact by the end of the lecture he manages by 'amiable cunning' to 
reintroduce the psychic and philosophical self which he had seemed at 
first to set aside. I think this cunning - and more directly the philosoph- 
ical heritage he preserved so piously in Durkheim's memory - deceived 
Mauss also, as it might his readers. He differentiates his subject from 
psychology and linguistics thus: 

In no way do I put forward the view that there has ever been a tribe, a 
language, in which the term 'I', 'me' (je-moi) . . . has never existed, or that 
it has not expressed something clearly represented . . . nor shall I speak to 
you of psychology any more than I shall of linguistics. I shall leave aside 
everything that relates to the 'self', the conscious personality as such. Let 
me merely say that it is plain, particularly to us, that there has never existed 
a human being who has not been aware [n'ait eu le sens] not only of his 
body, but also at the same time of his spiritual and physical individuality. 

Thus, he claims, he treats not 'the sense of "self" ', le sens du 'moi', but 
'the notion, the concept that men in different epochs have made of it'; 
and he speaks of his lecture as a 'catalogue of the forms that the notion 
has assumed at various times and places'. What is universal, on this ac- 
count, is the sense of self, the immediate 'here-and-now' consciousness 
expressed in human language in the first person singular. This can easily 
be seen in Durkheimian fashion as a 'social fact', if we accept the need to 
presuppose a social milieu with public and objective rules if human con- 
sciousness - cognitive and moral - is to be possible at all. This 'social 
origin' of the human sense of self can, like Durkheim7s homo duplex 
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i 
1 view, be seen as categorial in a Kantian way: its origin is the (empirical) 
' fact of society, but it is a priori for any given individual, and its essential 

authority over human thought derives from its being essential to the pos- 
! sibility of human thought at all. Different from this universal sense of self I 
, are Mauss's 'notions', which are necessarily particular to specific times 
I and places, and which develop in history. N.J. Allen suggests that the 

. 
relevant notions here are public and institutional ones; Michael Carrith- 
ers argues in this volume, rightly in my view, that there can be private 
and non-institutional notions - what he calls 'moi-theories' - which are 
similarly elaborated differently in different milieux, and equally have a 
social history. Whether or not we wish to catalogue different varieties of 
Maussian 'notions' in this way, the fact remains that they are all - unlike 
his 'sense' of self - merely conceptual forms, which cannot be categories ., 
in the Kantian sense. Their authority, of whatever force, is contingent; it 
is quite possible to be human, to think in a human manner without any 
particular 'notions' of the person. If we wish to describe such notions - 

, which might be overwhelmingly and unavoidably important in particular 
, times and places - as 'categories' of thought, it can only be in that gen- 

eral, descriptive and non-epistemological manner to which I referred at 
I the start of the chapter. 
1 
t The question at issue here is not merely a terminological one - how is 

1 it best to use the word 'category'? This can be brought out by considering 
! a standard criticism of Durkheim and Mauss's Primitive Classification - 
t a work with many similarities to Mauss's 1938 lecture - and the recent 
i 

defence of it by David ~ l o o r . ~ ' T h e  criticism is that Durkheim and Mauss / could not show that human classification of nature and things, in logical 
and linguistic classes, arises from the social experience of organised hu- 
man groups - in their words that 'the classification of things reproduces 
the classification of men' - for the simple reason that any organisation 
or classification of men presupposes the ability to classify. This circular 
argument, so it is held, confuses the capacities of the mind with its con- 

1 tents: one must first have the capacity to organise experience spatially, 

I for example, before one can have any particular notions about what space 
is (Euclidean ones, for example, which Kant himself thought to be of 
universal application). 

The reply to this criticism depends on distinguishing between the prag- 
matic capacity to draw those 'rudimentary distinctions in the flux of 

! 
i e x p e r i e n ~ e ' ~ ~  which must be assigned even to animals, and the concep- 

tually and linguistically represented classifications which form part of 
I human knowledge- and belief-systems. In Primitive Classification the for- 
i 
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mer are referred to as 'technological classifications', which relate to the 
negotiation of immediate experience of the environment - 'this is to the 
right, that to the left, that is past, this is present'89 - while the latter are 
part of the non-immediate, objective and necessarily public domain of 
human conceptual thought. In EF, Durkheim argues that 'the feeling of 
resemblances is one thing, and the idea of class is another', and distin- 
guishes, for example, between animals' ability to orient themselves in 
space - 'to find the road which leads to places with which they are fa- 
miliar' - and that 'self-conscious organisation' which human social and 
conceptual classifications impose on e~perience.~' The non-conceptual, 
pragmatic or 'technological' classifications are properties of any individ- 
ual organism, whereas conceptual classifications are necessarily 'collec- 
tive representations'. Bloor, using modern arguments for the public na- 
ture of conceptual systems, argues that what Durkheirn and Mauss sought 
to explain was the origin and maintenance of these public systems, and 
that it is the regular classifications made in these conceptual 'networks' 
to which we are directed by the term 'categories'. Bloor claims that 

Durkheim's use [of the word 'category'] and my gloss upon it correspond 
closely to the meaning of 'category' as it occurs in present-day analytical 
philosophy. Here it refers to any classification that is deemed so important 
that a violation of it must be specially sanctioned. . .91 

However, it is crucial in assessing the epistemology of Durkheim and 
Mauss to see that the philosophical import of the word 'category' has 
undergone a vital change from Kantian to modern. (It may be, indeed, 
that Mauss himself had, even before his uncle's death, a more modern 
and non-Kantian view of what a 'category' is, and that it was this unex- 
pressed difference of emphasis between his and Durkheim's view which 
was productive of much of the epistemological ambiguity of the Annke 
Sociologigue's work.) 

In the modern use of the term 'category', the authority and necessity 
of such forms of thought is quite different from that in Kant. Now, rather 
than the categories being necessary to human thought a priori, and hav- 
ing authority over individual minds because without them there would 
be no human mind, any particular forms of thought, any 'categories', 
have a quite contingent authority, which arises in and from the facts of 
human culture and history. The authority which such particular forms of 
thought might have can be the passive 'obviousness' of common sense 
and everyday culture (this is most seen, perhaps, in traditional pre-sci- 
entific cultures, but not only there); or it can be the authority which is 
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maintained by, and for, vested economic, political, religious or other in- 
terests. The unmasking of these forms of cultural authority is indeed a 
vital task for the sociology of knowledge. But it is not the Kantian task, 
and not, I think, what Durkheim thought he was doing (though it may 
arguably be the best way of developing his thought). 

If Bloor is right about Durkheim's use of the term 'categories', then we q 

must discard, or seriously revise, our notion of the 'sociological Kantian- 
ism' of Durkheimian sociology. It is clear that Durkheim, and Mauss 
after him, had not separated out the various implications and connota- 
tions of their use of philosophical terminology. Once we have done so, 
we cannot then simply enlist their work, as does Bloor, in support of a 
relativist epistemology. We need other, and separate arguments, and ones 
which do not repeat their confusibns. 

VI 
I think that some progress can be made in elucidating these issues, and in 
assessing Mauss's contribution to our understanding of the notions of 
self and person, by speaking not only of human and animal non-concep- 
tual classificatory capacities and human conceptual representations, but 
also of human predicaments (I leave aside the issue of animal predica- 
ments). To clarify this a little, let us look at  these three areas in terms of 
the questions I raised in Part I: (i) are categories of thought empirical or 
a priori in origin; (ii) can they vary cross-culturally; and (iii) can they 
develop historically? 

In the case of non-conceptual classificatory abilities, the answers seem 
to be (i) that for individual members of a species they are given a priori, 
as defining its nature as a particular organism. Over long periods of evo- 
lutionary time, the kind and nature of these capacities might also arise 
from experience - but from the experience of the species as a whole (see 
[iii]). (ii) They can vary across species (although there might be limita- 
tions on our imaginative capacity to make sense of this).92 There may 
perhaps be some sub-set of such capacities which we would want to re- 
gard as necessary, as defining what it is to be an organism in the relevant 
sense. (iii) As in (i) above, these capacities might develop historically, as 
the species as a whole evolves through adaptation to its environment. For 
an individual organism, these capacities might be regarded as categorial 
in Kant's sense, as defining the possibility and parameters of experience. 
Some sub-set necessary to all organisms, if such could be found, might 
be regarded as timelessly a priori in the fullest Kantian sense. 

In the case of conceptual classifications, 'categories' in the non-Kantian 
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or modern sense used by Bloor's version of Durkheimianism, the answers 
seem to be that (i) they are obviously empirical in origin, whether devel- 
oped by whole societies or, as in the case of scientific or political theories, 
by sub-groups (conceivably even individuals) within societies. (ii) They 
are obviously variable cross-culturally and (iii) capable of historical change 
and development. There seems, on this view, no reason to assume that 
any such classifications need to be presupposed and hence universal. 
However much, and for whatever reasons, the influence of these concep- 
tual 'networks' might in practice be authoritative, it cannot be the case 
that they can play the role assigned to them by Kant, or by Durkheim in 
his Kantian manner - it will always be possible in principle to escape, 
ignore or change them without ceasing to be human. As Bloor notes, 
Durkheim equivocates on the kind of authoritativeness involved, by say- 
ing that if someone 'rids himself of these fundamental notions', he is no 
longer considered human, and that we have the impression that aban- 
doning them is to cease to think in a truly human way.93 It is arguable 
whether any societies, however primitive, have ever had quite such a rigid 
and inescapable unanimity;94 but the theoretical point is separate and 
crucial. If these categories define what it is to be human only in the met- 
aphorical sense of being more or less essential to continuing and success- 
ful membership of a particular group, the whole force of their Kantian 
necessity is lost when thus transposed into the intra-cultural domain. 

A human predicament, as I wish to define it, need be conceived neither 
in terms of (individual) psychological capacities nor in terms of socially 
constructed conceptual representations, but as a given situation or situ- 
ations arising from the interaction of the human biological constitution 
with its geophysical and technological (and perhaps other) circum- 
stances. Doing this may enable us, for certain purposes only, to bypass 
the philosophical problems involved in construing translation from one 
conceptual scheme and language into another.9s As Nicholas Rescher has 
recently pdt it: 

By now some four thousand natural languages have evolved on the planet, 
and the remarkable thing about them is not so much that it is difficult for 
the speakers of one language to penetrate the thought-framework of an- 
other, but that it is possible to do so. And this is so, in the final analysis, 
not because their inherent conceptual schemes are identical, but because 
their users, endowed with a common biological heritage, face the same 
sorts of problems in making their way in the world.96 

It may be that, as Robin Horton has recently argued, technological, eco- 
nomic and social changes might condition the rise of predicaments or 
problems which are not universal, but specific to particular times and 



places9'; but I think it will also prove possible to make out some predic- 
aments to be universal and necessary in the required rationalist, or Kan- 
tian sense - I shall try to sketch out such a 'predicament' of personhood 
in a moment. 

In general, how does the conception of human predicaments answer 
the three questions about categories I have posed? If we assume, as I 
think we can, that there is a set of basic predicaments which define what 
it is to be human, then they will neither vary cross-culturally nor develop 
historically. As to their origin, we may claim, with Durkheim, that in so 
far as some of them are inextricably linked with the existence of society 
(as, for instance, personhood) they may be said to arise from the empiri- 
cal fact of society, but to be given in this way a priori to individuals. In 
so far as some predicaments may be at the mercy of a variety of non- 
universal, perhaps historical factors, they may be said (i) to originate 
empirically, (ii) to vary cross-culturally (take, for instance the varying 
ways in which the geophysical environment imposes limits on human 
activity in different places), and (iii) to develop historically. For the last, 
take even so basic a predicament as the reproductive process. The facts 
of biology might reasonably be taken to impose some necessary features 
on human reproduction, which in turn might generate specific con- 
straints on logically possible kinship relations. But even here, technolog- 
ical changes in biochemistry - notably in test tubes - might introduce 
novelty even here. Similarly, the use of speech for human communica- 
tion, mutual identification and cooperation could perhaps also be con- 
strued as a basic predicament. But again, technological changes - in the 
past the transition from oral to written culture, in the future possible 
transformations of information technology - might cause 'categorial 
changes' in language-using human organisms. If these sorts of technolog- 
ical change can plausibly be seen to introduce changes in basic predica- 
ments - and, by occurring differentially in different cultures, cross-cul- 
tural variation as well - we should beware the too-easy identification of 
bio-social universals. If there were such changes, however, they would be 
available not to individuals, but - like evolutionary changes in the non- 
conceptual capacities of a species - only to collectivities. 

Having sounded a note of caution, let me try to sketch out a universal 
and necessary predicament of personhood. It has, I think, two necessary 
aspects: 

1. The body is a necessary but not sufficient condition of personhood. 
Personhood must be completed by some psychological identity, the 
possibility of which essentially depends on social relations. In logi- 
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cal terminology persons are physical particulars but psychological 
relata. 

2. No specific psychological/social completion of physical identity can 
be regarded as necessary. (Although perhaps certain kinds of radi- 
cal psychological disunity or discontinuity might be seen as endan- 
gering even physical continuity.) 

To use the philosophical terminology of Kant and Hegel: Kant's Tran- 
scendental Unity of Apperception is the body, or rather the fact that con- 
necting experiences as part of one consciousness requires their being re- 
lated to a spatio-temporally concrete and continuous body.98 Hegel's '1', 
which can 'abstract from all particular determination' (by ignoring spa- 
tio-temporal location and concentrating on the mere fact of subjectivity) 
but also must be 'particularity, different from others, individual person- 
ality' is then simply the necessarily individuated 'here-and-now', of con- 
sciousness (rendered in language by '1') necessarily associated with the 
body, which does the individuating. Further, if personhood consists in 
the (universal) fact of a body needing psychological and social 'comple- k 

tion', it will be necessarily the case, as Hegel saw, that any completed r 
i 

realisation of personhood will be particular, dependent on the - contin- 
gent - conditions of a specific time and place.99 I 

If we see the 'completion' of personhood in human psychology, lan- / 
I guage and consciousness as necessarily taking place in a social milieu, we 
I 

can preserve the one sense in which Durkheim and Mauss retained a ; 
Kantian notion of categories: Durkheim's homo duplex account, and 1 
Mauss's 'sense of self', which is universal and always 'clearly repre- ' 

sented', both required a social milieu, but as an a priori condition. So too 
will my account of personhood as a predicament; and for that reason, it 

I 
might be regarded as a categorial predicament.'OO 1 

Other contributions to this volume can help in expanding this ap- i 
proach. If some social completion of identity is a necessary part of per- I 
sonhood, but no particular social identity is in itself necessary, then there I 

will always be at least a potential gap between private consciousness and 
public character. Michael Carrithers demonstrates how this privacy or 
innerness, as an individual relationship to the natural and (more argua- 
bly) spiritual cosmos, has been elaborated in the 'moi-theories' of the 
literate cultures of India at  the time of the Buddha, and Germany in the 
nineteenth century. Mark Elvin shows how in China the tension between 
views which stress individual character and experience, and those which 
emphasise social status and duties, has been a constant source of debate 



Categories, concepts or predicaments? 75 

for nearly 3,000 years; while Alexis Sanderson shows how the extraor- 
,a 

dinarily rich and complex intellectual tradition of Kashmir has explicitly 
formulated the difference between metaphysical and social identity, and 
has produced systematic accounts of the relationship between the two as 
forms of consciousness. Even in the relatively unsophisticated oral cul- 
tures of Africa, Godrey Lienhardt reminds us, the distinction between 
private and public is well-recognised, as is its moral significance. Jean La 
Fontaine explores the relationship between biological individuals and so- 
cial persons, and shows how individuals, howsoever incorporated into , 

or debarred from those systems of institutionalised authority which con- 
fer, and are embodied in, social personhood, must necessarily also be ca- 
pable of certain relations - notably of power and practical influence - 
which derive from their individual character. In a simple and common 
case (which Mauss seems to take as paradigmatic) where the social per- 
sonae of a tribe, and the concomitant statuses and powers, are restricted 
to (a possibly finite set of) male adults, then there will be many ways in 
which the real human relationships between persons (qua biological in- 
dividuals, child or adult, male or female) will be wider than the narrower 
sphere of relations between personae, and the moral and psychological 
vocabulary of any given group will reflect this. 

Charles Taylor and Martin Hollis offer philosophical - and univer- 
sally applicable - accounts of how the 'body plus . . .' predicament af- 
fects our view of the place of language and role-playing in the notion of 
personhood. In Taylor's case, specifically human consciousness and agency 
are differentiated from those of animals and machines by the presence of 
language, which creates specifically human significances in articulated 
self-consciousness. But language is also the disclosure of a 'public space', 
in the moral and psychological as well as physical sense, This public space 
is the locus of a great many 'human significances' - shame, for example 
- which cannot be reduced to the 'vital and sentient'. Thus, 'I become a 
person and remain one only as an interlocutor'. The fundamental insight 
here seems very similar to, if not identical with, Durkheim's view of an 
individual body coming to human, and therefore social consciousness in 
the moral and conceptual space of the collectivity. 

Martin Hollis argues that we can only make sense of the notion of a 
social role if we distinguish between role and role-player, since roles can 
always be played well or badly, and so 'the distinction between man and 
office [is] built into the role itself'. In a phrase he has used elsewhere, 
Hollis suggests that roles both constrain and enable self-expression. They 
constrain because they particularise - even where, as with Antigone, the 
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particularisation involves a choice between two conflicting roles - but 
they also enable, for without some role the notion of self-expression is 
empty. It would be far too simplistic to see the body as the role-player, 
and social identity (or personhood) as the role(s). Bodies, on their own 
and (logically) previous to social identity cannot be said to be capable of 
acting. It is only human beings, already in some role or set of roles, who 
can be said to be agents in the relevant sense. But neither should we 
search for some intrinsically psychological (or worse, spiritual) individ- 
ual to be the role-player. Psychological individuals, on their own and 
(logically) previous to their embodiment, cannot be said to exist, leave 
alone be capable of acting. It is, rather, the predicament of 'body plus 
. . .' which creates the distance- between role and role-player (perhaps 
better, role-playing), and which generates Hollis's 'puzzle' about self and 
role. Of course, the solution of this, and many other puzzles in this area, 
still lies before us as a task; and in doing it, however stimulated and 
enlightened by Mauss's lecture we may be (and should be), we must learn 
to distinguish more clearly than he does between a properly philosophi- 
cal epistemology and a sociologically-informed history of ideas. It is pre- 
cisely the confusion of these two areas which his use of the term 'category 
of thought' achieves; and which I have tried to help dispel. 

Notes 
I should like to thank Nick Allen, Claude Grangier and Steven Lukes for helpful comments 
on an earlier draft of this paper. 
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Marcel Mauss and the quest for the person in 
Greek biography and autobiography 

I 
One of the most obvious features in the analysis of the idea of the person 
by Marcel Mauss is that it leaves out the classical Greeks almost entirely. 
,He introduces Greek philosophy only in its late stage as a factor in the 
interiorization of the Roman notion of persona. The decisive moment in 
the creation of this notion is for him the transition which happens in 
Rome from persona as mask to persona as a juridical notion. 

Though Mauss adroitly uses a few texts which seem to associate the 
Roman cognomen with the imagines maiorum, I very much doubt 
whether these survivals (if that is what they are) of archaic rituals about 
the dead can be compared in importance with the role played by Greek 
historiography, and especially biography, in developing the idea of the 
person. This role was of course known to the Romans at least from the 
middle of the third century B.C. 0nwards.l 

What seems to me interesting in the historiographical approach of the 
Greeks is the effort to develop the description of the person on the basis 
of evidence. The person was to the Greek historians and biographers not 
so much a datum or an entity as an approximation to be reached by using 
the available evidence. The person is defined, as far as possible, by relia- 
ble evidence. If a letter of Brutus is not authentic, essential details about 
his relation to his wife will have to be modified (Plutarch, Brutus 53,7) .  

It is unnecessary to add that if Mauss did not pursue the connection 
between biography and the theory of the person, classical scholars and 
students of Greek philosophy did. But it is not impossible that the results 
they reached confirmed Mauss in his decision, in which he was encour- 



aged by the works of L. Schnorr von Carolsfeld and S. Schlossmann, to 
place the emphasis on the Roman juridical notion of p e ~ s o n a . ~  About 
ninety years ago Ivo Bruns, who had Burckhardt's study of the individual 
in the Renaissance before his eyes, asked himself how the Greeks pro- 
duced literary portraits in the fifth and fourth centuries B.C. He included 
not only historians, but also tragedians and orators. Almost immediately 
afterwards he produced what he considered a supplement to his previous 
research by extending it to later historians from Polybius to Tacitus. In 
fact the very title of his supplement, Die Personlichkeit in der Geschi- 
chtsschreibung der Alten, indicated that he had meanwhile become more 
conscious of the special contribution of classical historiography to the 
search for the person.3 Bruns established a distinction which is, I believe, 
still valid between direct and indirect characterization of persons in Greek 
and Roman histories. Although some historians, like Herodotus and Po- 
lybius, characterized and evaluated an individual directly by making a 
pen-portrait of him, others, like Thucydides and ~ i v ~ ,  chose the indirect 
approach. They narrated the events in which a man was involved and 
avoided subjective evaluations of what the man did. Strangely enough, in 
his second volume Bruns did not include biography and autobiography 
in his exposition: in discussing Tacitus he did not examine the Agricola. 
Consequently the only biographies examined by him were Isocrates' Eu- 
agoras and Xenophon's Agesilaos. 

A far more thorough analysis of ancient biography and autobiography 
was undertaken, respectively, by F. Leo (1901) and by G. Misch (1907).4 
The former was mainly concerned with the contribution of Aristotle's 
school to the creation of biographical schemes; and the latter, who was 
a pupil of Dilthey, extended to Antiquity his master's interest in literary 
self-revelation. In addition to Bruns, they made fundamental contribu- 
tions to the study of how the person is represented in Greek and Latin 
historiography. In being explicitly concerned with biography and auto- 
biography they came nearer ro the central preoccupation of Mauss. Yet 
Leo was more interested in techniques of organizing the biographical 
material (narration in chronological order versus systematic characteri- 
zation of individual traits) than in its implications for the understanding 
of the person. Misch, on the other hand, who was primarily interested in 
the problem of the person, reached the conclusion that no man before St. 
Augustine had enough "inner life'' to write an authentic account of his 
own. Though such a conclusion was a decisive correction of Burckhardt's 
theory that individualism begins in the Renaissance, it confirmed Dil- 
they's view that interiority, and therefore personality, is a new feature of 



Christianity. Autobiographies by pagans were not comparable with what 
Christians were able to do from St. Augustine to Rousseau. While Bruns 
seemed to have raised hopes that pagans were persons, Misch, though a 
Jew, followed his Protestant teacher Dilthey in denying personality, in 
the sense of inner life, to pagans and Jews. Whether he may have helped 
to persuade Mauss to leave the Greeks out is an open question. Mauss 
was well informed about classical studies, but if there is any allusion to 
Leo and Misch - or indeed to Bruns - in his collected works it has es- 
caped me.5 

I1 
Thus the question to ask is not whether the Greeks (or the Romans) knew 
what a person was, but what specific contributions classical historiogra- 
phy made to the description of the person by trying to build up images 
of individuals from given evidence. Finer distinctions - such as those 
between person and personality, character and attitudes, soul and mind 
- would of course be premature. Other Greek literary genres, from epic 
to tragedy, did not take evidence (as distinct from generic experience) 
into account in the presentation of individuals. Greek and Roman histo- 
rians had to control their imagination by reference to evidence. 

When we say that Greek historians felt that they were conditioned by 
the available evidence we are not implying that they would quote chapter 
and verse for every statement they made. Ancient readers of historical 
books were spared footnotes. What we imply is that from the end of the 
sixth century B.C. a group of writers became conscious of a problem of 
evidence about events of the more or less remote past. Certain accounts 
came to be considered more reliable than others according to some more 
or less consistent and coherent criteria. Truthfulness of the witnesses, 
intrinsic persuasiveness of the accounts, personal observation of the his- 
torian himself and other criteria, which no doubt had long been current 
in tribunals and political assemblies, were now used regularly to select, 
transmit and comment upon versions of past events. Hence the inherent 
necessity of being able to justify one's own account whenever the re- 
ceived version was challenged. But neither Herodotus nor Thucydides 
nor any of their successors felt obliged to explain in every case why they 
considered their own account to be reliable. In fact the severe Thucy- 
dides, who clearly took responsibility for everything he said, was less 
inclined than Herodotus to indicate the alternatives to his own choice. 
But even Herodotus, who had been more forthcoming than Thucydides 
about the sources of his information and the value he attributed to some 
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of his stories and who had enjoyed collecting stories for their own sake, 
would no doubt have considered it ridiculous to have to explain in every 
case whether and why he believed in the truth of what he was telling. 

Formulated in this general way, the rule of evidence applies both to 
the (political) historian, who was chiefly concerned with wars and inter- 
nal politics, and to the biographer. However, the use of evidence pro- 
duced some specific problems for the biographers. It is therefore appro- 
priate at this point to emphasize that from the beginning of the fifth 
century B.C. some distinction existed in Greece between writing history 
and writing biography. It is also the moment to add that autobiography 
offers some problems of its own which will require special attention later. 

In this early stage the distinction between (political) history and biog- 
raphy was perhaps not so sharp. Herodotus used in his history biograph- 
ical accounts he had read or heard about the Persian Kings Cyrus and 
Cambyses and about the Athenians Miltiades and Themistocles. What he 
tells us about Miltiades and his ancestors can in fact be put together to 
form a short, self-contained biography. Though no self-contained biog- 
raphy belonging to the fifth century is preserved, we are told on good 
authority that such works had existed. Theagenes of Rhegium did re- 
search on the life of Homer about 500 B.C. About the same time Skylax 
of Caryanda, a famous explorer in the service of Darius I, wrote a life of 
his contemporary Heraclides tyrant of Mylasa. We are told that Xanthos 
(presumably Herodotus' contemporary, Xanthos, the historian of Lydia) 
wrote a monograph on Empedocles with biographical details. We also 
have some attractive biographic (and autobiographical) fragments by 
Stesimbrotos of Thasos and Ion of Chios, who wrote about the middle 
of the fifth ~ e n t u r y . ~  It will be noticed that this early biographical and 
autobiographical information, whether in forms of independent mono- 
graphs or incorporated into the ample framework of Herodotus' histo- 
ries, refers to, and is reported by, men who lived on the borders of the 
Persian Empire and may ultimately well be influenced by Oriental bio- 
graphical models. This question does not concern us here. 

Biography became more of a separate literary genre in the fourth cen- 
tury. It was then explicitly asserted that certain details about individuals 
are unsuitable for registration in books of political history. Thucydides, 
unlike Herodotus, already excludes such personal details, even about 
Pericles: his few exceptions are for the main part in excursuses outside 
the main narrative text. In keeping with his example, Xenophon apolo- 
gizes in his Greek History (2,3,56; cf. 5,1,3) for introducing details about 
the behaviour of Theramenes before his execution. Another indication 
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that biography and history are by now sharply separated is provided by 
the same Xenophon. He dealt twice with King Agesilaos of Sparta - once 
in the context of his Hellenic history and then again in a separate Pam- 
phlet. Though a definite distinction between history and biography is 
perhaps made for the first time in our sources of Polybius (10,26) - and 
then repeated by Cornelius Nepos (Pelopidas 1,5) and by Plutarch (Alex- 
ander 1,2) - it was apparently presupposed by the whole development 
of historical writing in the fourth century. 

This d i ~ t i n c t i o ~  may well be reflected in the different attitude to evi- 
dence observable in the two genres. The most ancient complete biogra- 
phies we happen to have (Isocrates' Euagoras and Xenophon's Agesilaos) 
were explicitly considered encomia by their authors. No fourth-century 
historian, in my recollection, ever presented his history as an encomium, 
even if his aim was to extol a party or a city or (as Thucydides paradox- 
ically did) an individual politician like Pericles. Even when the biogra- 
pher related nothing that was not in his evidence, he might consider it 
appropriate to suppress something that was in it - not because it was 
irrelevant, but because it was not in agreement with his encomiastic pur- 
pose. We may even wonder whether the boundary between imagination 
and evidence was less well marked in biography than in history. The 
classic case is Xenophon's Cyropaedia. The conclusion reached long ago 
by scholars is that the Cyropaedia is a philosophic or historical novel 
with an educational purpose. This is indeed what it is, and perhaps no 
fourth-century reader ever asked himself whether it was anything else. 
But the fact remains that in the book, which is about a real King of 
Persia, fact and fancy are freely mixed without warning. The author does 
not tell us where biography in our sense ends and invention begins. True 
enough, the same might be said about some unscrupulous historians who 
existed even in the fourth century B.C. The older contemporary of Xen- 
ophon, Ctesias, who dealt with analogous Oriental themes from a polit- 
ical point of view, did not exactly have a reputation for truthfulness. 
What, however, creates a presumption or suspicion that the biographers 
felt in principle much freer than the historians in their use of evidence is 
that I cannot recall a single passage of an ancient biography which tells 

1 us that the writer is unable to describe or judge a certain aspect of his 

I hero because of lack of evidence. I may of course have overlooked or 
forgotten important passages, but I am under the strong impression that 
the ancient biographers tried to look extremely well informed about their 
heroes - even when the hero was Romulus. 

These remarks about evidence must not be construed as a denial of the 
I 



basic fact that ancient biographers wrote on evidence. What I want to 
say is that the use of evidence in Greek biography is lacking consistency 
and therefore seems to us even less satisfactory than the use of evidence 
in Greek political historiography. 

Whether this is correct or not, there remains in any case one capital 
difference between biography and history in relation to evidence. An event 
is an event. People will see a battle or a revolution and report on it. The 
task of the historian will ultimately be to collate and evaluate such re- 
ports (even if he himself was present at the event) and to draw his own 
conclusions. But the biographer has the additional task of inferring from 
external details the mental state of the individual about whom he is writ- 
ing. In so far as he was involved in biographical sketches, Herodotus was 
well aware of this difficulty. He tells several stories he has heard about 
Cambyses and then concludes triumphantly: "I hold it then in every way 
proved that Cambyses was very mad; else he would never have set him- 
self to deride religion and custom'' (111, 38, trans. A. D. Godley, Loeb). 
In Isocrates' Euagoras and Xenophon's Agesilaos we see two different 
attempts to grapple with the problem of how to connect external events 
with a man's inner character. 

Isocrates combines in a continuous context the chronological account 
of events with reference to inner qualities. Xenophon separates the chro- 
nological account from character description: the second section of his 
pamphlet is non-chronological, systematic, and claims to be based on the 
preceding section. 

Later ~ r e k k  and Roman biography had continuously to wrestle with 
this problem of how to use external details of a life to build up a char- 
acter - or, if you prefer, a person. As Cornelius Nepos says in the life of 
his contemporary and friend Pomponius Atticus: Dificile est omnia per- 
sequi et non necessarium. Illud unum intelligi volumus, illius liberalita- 
tem neque temporariam neque callidam fuisse (1 1,2-3: "It is difficult to 
enumerate, everything, and needless besides. This one thing I wish to make 
clear, that his generosity was neither time-serving nor calculated," trans. 
J. C. Rolfe, Loeb). Conversely, the biographer lives to explain events 
from character: suos cuique mores plerumque conciliare fortunam (19, 
1: "it is the character of every man that determines his fortune"). The 
reputation of Plutarch is based to a great extent on the ability, or rather 
simplicity, with which he presents episodes of life as evidence of charac- 
ter. At the same time Plutarch has an ingratiating way of registering in- 
consistencies without looking for an explanation. Character is to him 
what emerges from a majority of situations. 
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A special case of the relation between evidence and character is noto- 
riously offered by the ancient biographies of writers - especially of poets.' 
How would one evaluate, for instance, the relation between Euripides' 
tragedies and Euripides' character? No doubt, a tragedy was an event: it 
could be seen, as the battle of Marathon could be seen. But could one 
infer the character of Euripides from his tragedy Hippolytos in the same 
way in which the Athenians inferred the character of Miltiades from his 
performance at Marathon, after which "the fame of Miltiades which had 
before been great at Athens was increased" (Herod. 6, 132)? Euripides' 
ancient biographers explained the attitude to women in the play Hippol- 
ytos by the alleged unfaithfulness of Euripides' wife Choirile. Even Plato 
in the Phaedrus explains Stesichoros' palinode about Helen by telling the 
story that the poet was struck blind for slandering Helen and had to 
recant in order to regain his sight (243 a-b). The Greek biographers 
faced the question of how the character of a poet could be deduced from 
his poems in the same spirit in which they faced the problem of how the 
character of a general could be deduced from his victories on the battle- 
field. Though deductions of this kind are more likely to be disastrous in 
the case of a poet, there have been honourable men (one such perhaps 
was Tolstoi) who doubted the value of the inference even more in the 
case of generals. In both cases what is at stake is the validity of inferences 
from events to ~ha rac t e r .~  

111 
I have assumed rather than argued that Greek and Latin biographers 
described what we can recognize as a person. It is my impression that 
Greek and Roman historians, and especially biographers, talked about 
individuals in a manner which is not distant from our own. Our style of 
describing persons derives from the classical tradition of biography and 
accepts its basic presuppositions about the need of evidence and about 
the techniques of transition from external signs to internal qualities. After 
all, the terminology of ancient biography is not so different from our 
own. Rhetorical theory, accepting and developing the distinction be- 
tween history and biography made by the historians, spoke of a genus 
narrationis quod in personis positum est ([Cic.] ad Herennium 1, 9, 13) 
so that not only events, but also the conversations and mental attitudes 
of the characters can be seen (personarum sermones et animi perspici 
possent, Cicero, De inventione, 1,19,28). Even dreams were included 
among those mental performances which allowed inferences about char- 
acter and personality (for instance Plutarch, Demetrius 4, where a dream 



is an illustration of the natural inclination of Demetrius Poliorcetes to- 
wards kindness and justice). True enough, characterizing dreams are in 
Plutarch far less common than dreams predicting the future: in the Lives 
of the Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius such characterizing dreams are, 
if I am not mistaken, entirely absent. All the same, Plutarch's "heroes'' 
and Diogenes' philosophers look like persons to me. 

If any doubt lingers about the existence of "persons" in Greek biog- 
raphy, may I refer to the first chapter of Plutarch's life of Aemilius Paulus 
(which through an error of judgement is transposed to the beginning of 
the parallel life of Timoleon in the Loeb edition)? There Plutarch wel- 
comes each of his heroes in turn as his guest and favourably compares 
this company "of the most noble and estimable" with the enforced as- 
sociations of daily life. Whether or not Plutarch was one of those who, 
in Mauss's words, "ont fait de la personne humaine une entitk complete, 
indkpendante de toute autre, sauf de Dieu," his biographies would not 
have become the influential model they were (and still are) for the Chris- 
tian world throughout the centuries if his perception of the individual 
had not satisfied men educated to Christian inner life. At a lower level 
one can still see Cornelius Nepos behind Aubrey's Brief Lives. 

However, we may well ask legitimately whether autobiography was 
separated from biography by a wider gulf in the classical world than in 
the modern world. Before St. Augustine - or at least before Gregory of 
Nazianzus, as G. Misch pointed out9 - it is difficult to find autobiogra- 
phies with the purpose of describing oneself, one's own character and 
inner life. The earliest extant Greek autobiographies are speeches in self- 
defence, such as Isocrates' About the Exchange (c. 354 B.c.) and Demos- 
thenes' On the Crown (c. 330 B.c.). Four centuries later Flavius Josephus 
was still writing his autobiography or life ("bios") in self-defence. His 
work belongs to a tradition of judicial speeches. The author's moves are 
conditioned, if not determined, by the accusations of his enemies. The 
purpose of iinmediate self-defence creates a real difference from biogra- 
phies dictated by curiosity and sympathy for the persons concerned, such 
as we can see in Plutarch. 

Yet this effort of explaining oneself and one's own purposes to a per- 
sonal audience, if not to one's own direct accusers, may well have been a 
decisive contribution to the recognition of the self as a person with a 
definite character, purpose and achievement. After all, in so far as they 
express a relation to gods or God, confessions have an element of self- 
defence which links them to judicial speeches.1° Unfortunately, we are 
less well-informed about pagan confessions than about Christian ones; 
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and we are of course dominated by St. Augustine's book, which is a 
rather unique document even for Christianity. 

Plato's Seventh Letter is better left aside in this context, not because 
the question of authenticity is still undecided, but because the text still 
belongs to the tradition of judicial self-justification of the fourth century 
B.C. It is a mixture of information and apology. It contains, as we all 
know, some important reflections about the inadequacy of the written 
word, but it does not even start to be an analysis of the self or a medita- 
tion on the self. 

Marcus Aurelius's Thoughts are a different matter. The element which 
prevails is a dialogue with oneself. At the same time the Emperor's long 
list of debts to his relatives, teachers and friends presupposes awareness 
of a co-existence of persons, each with his own marked features, each 
different, but not isolated, each capable of contributing to the education 
of others. The sociality of the self is strongly emphasized by Marcus Au- 
relius (e.g., 9,23). The foundation of both sociality and interiority is the 
mind (nous) which alone is "in any true sense thine" (12,3). Reflection 
upon one's self and a relation to the others are equally fundamental in 
such a notion of man (11,s). Mauss is of course right in underlining with 
Renan the importance of Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius as witnesses to 
an early form of "notre examen de conscience." But he does not seem to 
attribute enough importance to the fact that this happens in an autobio- 
graphical context which has a long tradition of search for outside evi- 
dence. The search began, if I am correct, for the purpose of self-defence 
and was turned into a quest for self-knowledge only slowly and - for 
good reason - incompletely. Even in an autobiography which included 
dreams, self-analysis was insufficient. It had to be supplemented by 
knowledge of past events and of other individuals. Autobiography re- 
ferred back to biography, and biography to history.'' 
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A modified view of our origins: the Christian 
beginnings of modern individualism 

Louis Dumont 

The study is in two parts. The main part bears on the first centuries of 
Christianity, when the first stages of an evolution are perceived. A com- 
plement or epilogue shows the evolution coming to a conclusion, long 
afterwards, with Calvin. 

The outworldly beginnings 
In the last decades, some of us have become increasingly aware that mod- 
ern individualism, when seen against the background of the other great 
civilisations that the world has known, is an exceptional phenomenon. 
Now, if the idea of the individual as a value is as idiosyncratic as it is 
fundamental, there is by no means agreement on its origins. For some 
scholars, especially in countries where nominalism is strong, it has al- 
ways been everywhere; for others it originated with the Renaissance or 
with the rise of the bourgeoisie. Most commonly perhaps, and according 
to tradition, the roots of the idea are thought to lie in our classical as 
well as in our Judeo-Christian heritage, in varying proportions. For some 
classicists, the discovery in Greece of 'consistent discourse' was the deed 
of men who saw themselves as individuals. The mists of confused think- 
ing have dissipated under the Athenian sun. Then and there myth surren- 
dered to reason, and the event marks the beginning of history proper. 
There is undoubtedly some truth in such a statement, but it is so narrow 
as to appear parochial in today's world and surely it needs, at the least, 
some modification. To begin with, the sociologist would tend to give 
prominence to religion as against philosophy, because religion en- 
compasses the whole of society and relates immediately to action. Max 
Weber did this. 
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As for us, let us leave aside all considerations of cause and effect and 
consider only configurations of ideas and values, ideological networks, 
to try and reach the basic relations on which they are built. To  state the 
thesis in approximate terms, I submit that something of modern individ- 
ualism is present with the first Christians and in the surrounding world, 
but that it is not exactly individualism as we know it. Actually, the old 
form and the new are separated by a transformation so radical and so 
complex that it took at least seventeen centuries of Christian history to 
be completed, if indeed it is not still continuing in our times. In the ge- 
neralisation of the pattern in the first place, and in its subsequent evolu- 
tion, religion has been the cardinal element. Within our chronological 
limits, the pedigree of modern individualism is, so to speak, double: an 
origin or accession of one sort, and a slow transformation into another. 
Within the confines of this essay I must be content to characterise the 
origin and to point out a few of the earliest steps in the transformation. 
Let me apologise at the outset for the condensed abstraction of what 
follows. 

To see our culture in its unity and specificity we must set it in perspec- 
tive by contrasting it with other cultures. Only so can we gain an aware- 
ness of what otherwise goes without saying, the familiar and implicit 
basis of our common discourse. Thus, when we speak of man as an in- 
dividual we designate two concepts at  once: an object out there, and a 
value. Comparison obliges us to distinguish analytically these two as- 
pects: one, the empirical subject of speech, thought, and will, the individ- 
ual sample of mankind, as found in all societies; and, two, the indepen- 
dent, autonomous, and thus essentially non-social moral being, who carries 
our paramount values and is found primarily in our modern ideology of 
man and society. From that point of view, there emerge two kinds of 
societies. Where the individual is a paramount value I speak of individu- 
alism. In the opposite case, where the paramount value lies in society as 
a whole, I speak of holism. 

In rough and ready terms, the problem of the origins of individualism 
is very much how, starting from the common type of holistic societies, a 
new type has evolved that basically contradicts the common conception. 
How has the transition been possible, how can we conceive a transition 
between those two antithetic universes of thought, those two mutually 
irreconcilable ideologies? 

Comparison, in the instance of India, offers a clue. For more than two 
millennia Indian society has been characterised by two complementary 
features: society imposes upon every person a tight interdependence which 
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substitutes constraining relationship for the individual as we know him, 
but, on the other hand, there is the institution of world-renunciation which 
allows for the full independence of the man who chooses it.' Incidentally, 
this man, the renouncer, is responsible for all the innovations in religion 
that India has seen. Moreover, we see clearly in early texts the origin of 
the institution, and we understand it easily: the man who is after ultimate 
truth forgoes social life and its constraints to devote himself to his own 
progress and destiny. When he looks back at  the social world, he sees it 
from a distance, as something devoid of reality, and the discovery of the 
self is for him coterminous, not with salvation in the Christian sense, but 
with liberation from the fetters of life as commonly experienced in this 
world. 

The renouncer is self-sufficient, concerned only with himself. His thought 
is similar to that of the modern individual, but for one basic difference: 
we live in the social world, he lives outside it. I therefore called the Indian 
renouncer an individual-outside-the-world. Comparatively, we are indi- 
viduals-in-the-world, inworldly individuals, while he is an outworldly in- 
dividual. I shall use this notion of the outworldly individual extensively, 
and I beg to -draw your full attention to that strange creature and its 
characteristic relation to society. The renouncer may live in solitude as a 
hermit or may join a group of fellow-renouncers under a master-renoun- 
cer, who propounds a particular discipline of liberation. The similarity 
with Western anchorites and between, say, Buddhist and Christian mon- 
asteries, can go very far. As an instance, both congregations invented 
independently what we call majority rule. 

What is essential for us is the yawning gap between the renouncer on 
the one hand and the social world and the individual-in-the-world on the 
other. To begin with, the path of liberation is open only to those who 
leave the world. Distance from the social world is the condition for in- 
dividual spiritual development. Relativisation of life in the world results 
immediately from world renunciation. Only Westerners could mistak- 
enly suppose that some sects of renouncers would have tried to change 
the social order. The interaction with the social world took other forms. 
In the first place, the renouncer depends on that world for his subsistence, 
and would instruct the man-in-the-world. Indeed a whole dialectic, a spe- 
cifically Indian dialectic, set in, which must be disregarded here. What 
must be borne in mind is the initial situation as still found in Buddhism. 
Short of joining the congregation, the layman is taught only a relative 
ethic: to be generous towards the monks and to avoid deleterious and 
self-abasing actions. 



What is invaluable for us here is that the Indian development is easily 
understood and indeed seems 'natural'. On the strength of it we may 
surmise: if individualism is to appear in a society of the traditional, hol- 
istic type, it will be in opposition to society and as a kind of supplement 
to it, that is, in the form of the outworldly individual. Could we then say 
that individualism began in the same way in the West? 

That is precisely what I shall try to show: that, notwithstanding the 
differences in the content of representations, the same sociological type 
that we found in India - the outworldly individual - is unmistakenly 
present in Christianity and around it a t  the beginning of our era. 

There is no doubt about the fundamental conception of man that flowed 
from the teaching of Christ: as Troeltsch said, man is an individual-in- 
relation-to-God: for our purposes this means that man is in essence an 
outworldly individual. Before developing this point let me attempt a more 
general one. It can be argued that the Hellenistic world itself was so 
permeated with the same conception among the educated, that Christian- 
ity could not have succeeded in the long run in that milieu if it had of- 
fered an individualism of a different sort. This is admittedly a strong 
thesis, which seems at first sight to contradict well-established concep- 
tions. Actually, it is a mere modification and allows for bringing together 
a number of discrete pieces of evidence better than the current view does. 
It is commonly admitted that the transition in philosophical thought from 
Plato and Aristotle to the new schools of the Hellenistic period shows a 
discontinuity, a great gap - the surge of individualism (see Sabine 
1963:143). Self-sufficiency, which Plato and Aristotle regarded as an at- 
tribute of the polis, becomes an attribute of the individual (ibid.: 128) 
that is either assumed as a fact or posited as an ideal by the Epicureans, 
Cynics and Stoics. But I must go straight to my point. It is clear that the 
first step in Hellenistic thinking has been to leave the social world behind. 
I could quote at length, for instance, Sabine's standard A history of po- 
litical thought from which I have already reproduced some formulations, 
and which characteristically distinguishes the three schools as different 
varieties of 'renunciation' (ibid.: 137). These schools teach wisdom, and 
to become a sage one must first renounce the world. A critical feature 
runs throughout the period in different forms: it is a thorough dichotomy 
between wisdom and the world, between the wise man and the unenligh- 
tened men who remain in the throes of worldly life. Diogenes opposes 
the sage and the fools: Chrysippus states that the soul of the sage survives 
longer after death than that of ordinary mortals. Just as, in India, truth 
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is attainable only by the renouncer, so according to Zeno only the sage 
knows what is good; worldly actions, even on the part of the sage, cannot 
be good, but only preferable to others: accommodation to the world is 
obtained through the relativisation of values, the same kind of relativis- % 

ation that I underlined in the case of India. 
Accommodation to the world characterises Stoicism from its incep- 

tion, and increasingly during its middle, and then late phases. It has cer- 
tainly contributed to blur, in the view of the later interpreters, the out- 
worldly anchorage of the doctrine. The Roman Stoics assumed heavy 
duties in the world, and a Seneca was felt as a closely related neighbour 
by medieval minds, as well as by Rousseau, who borrowed extensively 
from him. Yet, it is not difficult to detect the permanence of the Stoic 
cleavage: the self-sufficiency of the individual remains the principle, even 
when he acts in the world. The Stoic must remain detached, he should 
maintain indifference even to the sorrow he tries to allay. Thus Epictetus: 
'He may sigh (with the suffering man) provided his sigh does not come 
from the heart'.2 

This feature, to us so strange, shows that, even if the Stoic has returned 
to the world in a manner foreign to the Indian renouncer, it represents 
for him only a secondary accommodation while at bottom he still defines 
himself as a stranger to the world. 

How can we understand the genesis of this philosophical individual- 
ism? Individualism is so taken for granted that in this instance it is com- 
monly seen without more ado as a consequence of the ruin of the Greek 
polis and of the unification of the world - Greeks and foreigners or bar- 
barians confounded - under Alexander. Now this tremendous historical 
event can explain many traits, but not, to me at least, the emergence of 
the individual as a value, as a creation ex nihilo. We should look first of 
all to philosophy itself. Not only have Hellenistic teachers occasionally 
lifted out of the Presocratics elements for their own use, not only are they 
heirs to the Sophists and other currents of thought that appear to us as 
submerged in the classical period, but philosophical activity, the sus- 
tained exercise of rational inquiry carried out by generations of thinkers, 
must by itself have fostered individualism, because reason, universal 
principle, is in practice at work through the particular person who exer- 
cises it and takes precedence, at least implicitly, over everything else. Plato 
and Aristotle, after Socrates, were able to recognise that man is essen- 
tially a social being. What their Hellenistic successors essentially did was 
to set up a superior ideal, that of the wise man detached from social life. 
Such being the filiation of ideas, the vast political change, the rise of a 
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universal empire opening the gate to the intensification of interrelations, 
will no doubt have favoured the movement. In that environment, direct 
or indirect influence from the Indian type of renouncer is not entirely to 
be ruled out, but the data are insufficient. 

If a demonstration was needed of the all-pervading pattern of other- 
worldliness among educated people in the times of Christ it can be found 
in the person of the Jew, Philo of Alexandria. Philo showed to the later 
Christian Apologists the way to accommodate the religious message to 
an educated pagan audience. He tells in glowing terms of his predilection 
for the contemplative life of the recluse, to which he yearns to return, 
having interrupted it to do political service to his community - which he 
did with distinction. Goodenough has precisely shown how this hier- 
archy of two modes of life and that of Jewish faith and pagan philosophy 
are reflected in Philo's double judgement on politics - exoteric and apol- 
ogetic on the one hand, esoteric and Hebraic on the other (see Good- 
enough 1940). 

Turning now to Christianity, let me first say that my main guide will 
be the sociological historian of the Church, Ernst Troeltsch. In his exten- 
sive work, The social teachings of the Christian churches and groups, 
published in 1911, which I consider to be a masterpiece, Troeltsch had 
already given a relatively unified view, in his own words, of 'the whole 
sweep of the history of the Christian Church' (Troeltsch 1922). While 
Troeltsch's treatment may of course have to be completed or modified 
on some points, my effort will be in the main to take advantage of the 
comparative perspective I have just outlined in order to reach a still more 
unified and simpler view of the whole, even if we are concerned for the 
moment with only a fraction of it.3 

The subject matter is familiar, and I shall only isolate schematically a 
few critical features. It follows from Christ's and then Paul's teaching 
that the Christian is an 'individual-in-relation-to-God'. There is, Troeltsch 
says, 'absolute.individualism and absolute universalism' in relation to 
God. The individual soul receives eternal value from its filial relationship 
to God, in which relationship is also grounded human fellowship. Chris- 
tians meet in Christ, whose members they are. This tremendous affirma- 
tion takes place on a level that transcends the world of man and of social 
institutions, although these are also from God. The infinite worth of the 
individual is at the same time the disparagement, the negation in terms 
of value, of the world as it is: a dualism is posited, a tension is established 
that is constitutive of Christianity and will endure throughout history. 

Here we must pause and ponder. For the modern man this tension 
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between truth and reality has become most difficult to accept or to value 
positively. We sometimes speak of 'changing the world', and it is clear 
from his earliest writings that the young Hegel would have preferred 
Christ to declare war on the world as it is. Yet, in retrospect, we see that 
had Christ done so as a man, the result would have been poor as com- 
pared with the consequences his teachings have led to throughout the 
centuries. In his maturity Hegel has made amends for the impatience of 
his youth by fully acknowledging the fecundity of Christian subjectivism, 
that is, of the congenital Christian t e n ~ i o n . ~  Actually, in a comparative 
perspective the idea of 'changing the world' looks so absurd that we come 
to realise that it could ever appear only in a civilisation which had for 
long implacably maintained the absolute distinction between the life 
promised to man and the one he actually lives. This modern folly has its 
roots in what has been called the absurdity of the cross. I remember 
Alexandre Koyre opposing in conversation the folly of Christ to the good 
sense of Buddha. And yet they have something in common, precisely the 
exclusive concern for the' individual coupled with, or rather founded on, 
a devaluation of the world.5 That is how both religions are truly univer- 
salistic, and therefore missionary, and have spread and endured, how 
they have brought solace to innumerable men, and how - if I may ven- 
ture so far - both are true in so much as, for human life to be bearable, 
especially in a universalist view, values must be maintained well beyond 
the reach of events. 

What no Indian religion has ever fully attained and which was given 
from the start in Christianity is the brotherhood of love in and through 
Christ, and the consequent equality of all, 'an equality that exists purely', 
Troeltsch insists, 'in the presence of God'. Sociologically speaking, the 
emancipation of the individual through a personal transcendence, and 
the union of outworldly individuals in a community that treads on earth 
but has its heart in heaven, may constitute a passable formula for Chris- 
tianity. 

Troeltsch stresses the strange combination of radicalism and conserva- 
tism that results. It is advantageous to look at the matter in hierarchical 
terms. There are a whole series of similar oppositions - between this 
world and the beyond, body and soul, state and church, the old and the 
new dispensations - which are the basic framework used by the early 
Fathers and which Caspary (1979) calls the 'Pauline pairs' (see his analy- 
sis in a remarkable recent book on the exegesis of Origen). It is clear that 
the two poles in such oppositions are ranked, even when it is not obvious 
on the surface. When Christ teaches to 'render unto Caesar the things 



that are Caesar's, but unto God the things that are God's the symmetry 
is only apparent, as it is for the sake of God that we must comply with 
the legitimate claims of Caesar. In a sense the distance thus stated is 
greater than if the claims of Caesar were simply denied. The worldly 
order is relativised, as subordinated to absolute values. There is an or- 
dered dichotomy: outworldly individualism encompasses recognition of 
and obedience to the powers of this world. If I could draw a figure, it 
would represent two concentric circles, the larger one representing indi- 
vidualism in relation to God, and within it a smaller circle standing for 
acceptance of worldly necessities, duties and allegiances: that is to say, 
the accommodation to a society, pagan at first and later Christian, which 
has not ceased to be holistic. This figure - encompassing the antithetical 
worldly life within the all-embracing primary reference and fundamental 
definition, and subordinating the normal holism of social life to out- 
worldly individualism - can accommodate economically all major sub- 
sequent changes as formulated by Troeltsch. What will happen in history 
is that the paramount value will exert pressure upon the antithetical worldly 
element encapsulated within it. By stages worldly life will thus be con- 
taminated by the outworldly element, until finally the heterogeneity of 
the world disappears entirely. Then the whole field will be unified, holism 
will have vanished from ideology, and life in the world will be thought 
of as entirely conformable to the supreme value, the outworldly individ- 
ual will have become the modern, inworldly individual. This is the his- 
torical proof of the extraordinary potency of the initial disposition. 

If only I had time, I should like to add at least a remark on the millen- 
arist aspect. The first Christians lived in the expectation of the imminent 
'Second Coming' of Christ who would establish the Kingdom of God. 
The belief was probably functional in helping people to accept at least 
provisionally the uncomfortable position of holding a belief which was 
not immediately relevant to their actual predicament. It so happens that 
the world has recently known an extraordinary proliferation of millen- 
arist movements often called 'cargo cults', in conditions very similar to 
those prevailing in Palestine under Roman domination. The main socio- 
logical difference lies perhaps precisely in the outworldly climate of the 
period and first of all the outworldly orientation of the Christian com- 
munity which kept the upper hand against extremist tendencies, whether 
of the rebel Jews or of the Apocalyptic writers, of Gnosticism or Man- 
icheism. From that angle, early Christianity would seem to be character- 
ised by a combination of millenarism and outworldliness with a relative 
predominance of the latter over the f ~ r m e r . ~  
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Schematic and insufficient as this development has been, I hope at any 
rate to have made it likely that the first Christians were, all in all, nearer 
to the Indian renouncer than to ourselves, more or  less snugly ensconced 
in the world which we think to have accommodated to ourselves. In ac- 
tual fact, we have conversely - also? - accommodated ourselves to it. 
This is my second point which I shall now turn to by singling out some 
of the early stages of that accommodation. 

How was the outworldly message of the Sermon on the Mount brought 
to bear upon life in the world? The institutional link was the Church, 
which may be seen as a sort of foothold or bridgehead of the divine, and 
which spread, unified itself, and extended its sway only slowly and by 
degrees. But there had to be also a conceptual tool, a way of thinking 
which concerned earthly institutions in the light of outworldly truth. Ernst 
Troeltsch laid great stress on the borrowing from the Stoics b i  the early 
Fathers of the idea of Natural Law, which was to serve as this indispens- 
able instrument of adaptation. What was this pagan 'ethical Law of Na- 
ture'? I quote: 

Its leading idea is the idea of God as the universal, spiritual-and-physical, 
Law of Nature, which rules uniformly over everything and as universal law 
of the world orders nature, produces the different positions of the individ- 
ual in nature and in society, and becomes in man the law of reason which 
acknowledges God and is therefore one with him. . . . The Law of Nature 
thus demands on the one hand submission to the harmonious course of 
nature and to the role assigned to one in the social system, on the other an 
inner elevation above all this and the ethico-religious freedom and dignity 
of reason, that is one with God and therefore not to be disturbed by any 
external or sensible occurrence (1960:64). 

As regards the special relation to the Stoics, it could be objected that by 
our time such conceptions had become widely diffused, and that Philo 
and, some two centuries later, the Apologists borrowed as much or per- 
haps more from other schools of thought. Troeltsch has replied in ad- 
vance: 'the concept of an ethical law of nature from which are derived 
all juridical rules and social institutions is a creation of the Stoa' (1925: 
173-74). And it is on the level of ethics that the Church will construct 
her medieval social doctrine, 'a doctrine which, albeit imperfect and con- 
fused from a scientific viewpoint, was to have practically the utmost cul- 
tural and social meaning, was indeed to be something like the Church's 
dogma of civilisation' (1922:173). The borrowing appears quite natural 
once we admit that both Stoicism and Christianity were wedded to out- 
worldliness, and to the concomitant relativisation of the inworldly. After 
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all, the message of Buddha to the man-in-the-world as such was of the 
same nature: subjective morality and ethics constitute the interface be- 
tween worldly life and its social commands on the one hand, truth and 
absolute values on the other. 

Let us return to the founder of the Stoa three centuries before Christ, 
in whose teaching we find the principle of the whole later development. 
For Zeno of Kition, who was more a prophet than a philosopher accord- 
ing to Edwyn Bevan,' the good is what makes man independent of all 
external circumstances. The only good is internal to man. The will of the 
individual is the source of his dignity and self-containment. Provided he 
adjusts his will to whatever destiny has in store for him, he will be safe, 
immune to all attacks from the outside world. As the world is ruled by 
God, or the law of nature, or reason - for nature becomes reason in man 
- this command is what Troeltsch called the absolute Law of Nature. 
Now, while the sage remains indifferent to external things and actions, 
he is nevertheless able to distinguish among them according to their greater 
or lesser conformity to nature, or reason: some actions are by themselves 
relatively commendable as against others. The world is relativised as it 
should be, and yet values, relative values, may be attached to it. Here is 
in nuce the relative Law of Nature that will be extensively used by the 
Church. To those two levels of the Law correspond two pictures of man- 
kind, in its ideal and in its real state. The former is the state of nature - 
as in Zeno's ideal cosmopolis or in the later utopia of Iambulus (see Bidez 
1932: vols. 18-19, 244ff) - which the Christians identified with the 
condition of man before the Fall. 

As to the real state of mankind, the close parallelism between Seneca's 
justification of institutions as results of and remedies to men's viciousness 
and similar Christian views is well known. What Troeltsch considers es- 
sential is the rational aspect: that reason could be applied to actual insti- 
tutions, either to justify them in view of the present state of men's mo- 
rality, or to condemn them as contrary to nature, or again to temper or 
better them in the light of reason. 

Thus Origen held against Celsus that positive laws that contravene 
natural law are not laws in any sense of the term (Caspary 1979:130), to 
such effect that Christians were justified in refusing to worship the Em- 
peror or to kill under his orders. 

On one point Troeltsch needs an addendum. He has missed or by- 
passed the importance of sacral kingship in Hellenistic times and later 
on. Natural law as 'unwritten' or 'animate' law (empsychos) is incarnate 
in the ruler. It is clear in Philo, who wrote of 'incarnate and rational 
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laws', and in the Fathers. According to Philo, 'the wise men of ancient 
history, the patriarchs and fathers to the race present in their lives un- 
written laws, which Moses wrote later. . . . In them the law was fulfilled 
and it became personal' (Troeltsch 1922, note 69, quoting Rudolf Hir- 
zel). And Clement of Alexandria wrote of Moses that he was 'inspired by 
the law and therefore a royal man' (Ehrhardt 1959-69: Band 2, 189). 
This is important because we are here in contact with the primitive, sac- 
ral type of sovereignty, that of the divine king or priest-cum-ruler, a very 

7 

widespread representation, present in the Hellenistic world and later on 
in the Byzantine Empire (see Dvornik 1966). We shall encounter it again 
later on. 

The views and attitudes of the early Fathers on social questions - the 
State and the ruler, slavery, private property - are mostly considered by 
the moderns in isolation and from an inworldly viewpoint. We can better 
understand them by focusing on outworldliness. We should remember 
that everything was seen in the light of the individual's relation to God 
and of its concomitant, the brotherhood of the Church. At first sight the 
ultimate end entertains an ambivalent relation with life in the world, for 
the world through which the Christian is on pilgrimage in this life is both 
an impediment to salvation and a condition of it. But we had best think 
of the whole configuration in hierarchical terms, for life in the world is 
not simply refused or negated, it is only relativised in relation to man's 
destiny of union with God and outworldly bliss. The orientation to the 
transcendent end, as towards a magnet, introduces a hierarchical field, in 
which we should expect every worldly thing to be situated. 

The first tangible consequence of this hierarchical relativisation is a 
remarkable degree of latitude in most worldly matters. As such matters 
are not important in themselves but only in relation to the end, there may 
be a great range of variation according to each pastor's and author's 
temperament and more importantly according to the circumstances of 
the moment. Rather than searching for hard and fast rules we should 
ascertain in each case the limits of permissible variation. They are clear 
in principle: first the world should not be condemned out of hand, as by 
the Gnostic heretics; secondly it should not usurp the dignity that belongs 
to God alone. We should, moreover, expect the range of permissiveness 
to be narrower in more important matters than in those of lesser signifi- 
cance and value. 

One author has recently stressed the kind of flexibility I am referring 
to. Studying the exegesis of Origen, Caspary has admirably shown how 
what seems to me the fundamental opposition plays on a variety of levels 



and in a variety of forms, and constitutes a network of spiritual meaning, 
a hierarchy of correspondences.* What is true of Biblical hermeneutics is 
similarly applicable to the interpretation of the rough data of experience. 
I said a moment ago that things of the world can be taken as hierarchised 
according to their relative import for salvation. There is no systematic 
statement to that effect in our sources: yet there is at least one major 
point on which the difference in valuation should be taken into account. 
I have shown elsewhere that the modern world has reversed the tradi- 
tional primacy of relationships of men as against relations of men to 
things. On this point the attitude among the Christians is unmistakable, 
for things can only be means or impediments to the attainment of the 
Kingdom of God, while relations between men involve subjects made in 
the image of God and predestined to union with Him. This is perhaps the 
place where the contrast with the moderns is the most marked. 

We thus may surmise and we verify that the subordination of man in 
society, whether in the State or in slavery, poses more vital questions for 
the early Christians than does the permanent attribution of possessions 
to persons, i.e., private property in things. The teaching of Jesus concern- 
ing wealth as an impediment to, and poverty as an asset for, salvation is 

- addressed to the individual person. As to the social level, the perennial 
rule of the Church is well known: it is not a rule of property, it is instead 
a rule of use. It matters little to whom the property belongs provided it 
is used for the good of all, and in the first place of those most in need, 
for, as Lactantius put it (in Diuinae institutiones, III,21) (against Plato's 
communism), justice is a matter of the soul and not of external circum- 
stances. Troeltsch happily shows how love within the brotherhood in- 
volved detachment from possessions (Troeltsch 1922: n. 57; 1960: 1156  
133ff). For all that we know we may suppose that, in the absence of 
dogmatic stress in the matter, the small and largely autonomous early 
Churches may have varied in their actual treatment of property, some 
perhaps having all in common at some time, while only the basic injunc- 
tion to help destitute brethren was uniform. 

The equality of all men had been declared by the Stoics and others as 
grounded in their common endowment with reason. Christian equality 
was perhaps more deeply rooted, set at the core of the person, but it was 
similarly an outworldly equality. 'There can be neither Jew nor Greek. 
. . . neither bond nor free, . . . no male and female, for ye are all one man 
in Christ Jesus', said Paul, and Lactantius: 'No one, in God's sight, is a 
slave or a master . . . we are all . . . his children.' Slavery was a matter of 
this world, and it is indicative of the gulf that separates those men from 
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us that what for us strikes at the root of human dignity and independence 
was seen by them as a contradiction inherent in worldly life, and which 
Christ himself had assumed in order to redeem mankind, thus making 
humility a cardinal virtue for all. All the effort to perfection was turned 
inside, was internalised, as becomes the outworldly individual. This is 
readily seen, for instance, in Origen's 'tropological' level of exegesis where 
all Biblical events are interpreted as happening in the inner life of the 
Christian (see Caspary 1979). 

As regards political subordination, Troeltsch's treatment can perhaps 
be bettered. He follows A.J. Carlyle; the attitude to the laws is governed 
by Natural Law conceptions, but the power that decrees the laws is seen 
quite differently and regarded as d i ~ i n e . ~  Actually, Natural Law and sac- 
ral kingship are not such perfect strangers. We are again faced with a 
case where a hierarchical view does better. The cardinal point is found 
in Paul: all power is from God, but within this overall principle there is 
room for restriction of contradiction. This is clear in a comment on Paul 
by the great Origen in Contra Celsum: 

He says 'There is no power but from God'. Then, someone might say: 
What? That power also, that persecutes the servants of God . . . is from 
God? Let us answer briefly on that. The gift of God, the laws, are for use, 
not for abuse. There will indeed be a judgement of God against those who 
administer the power they have received according to their impieties and 
not according to the law divine. . . . He [Paul] does not speak of those 
powers that persecute the faith: for here one must say: 'it is fitting to obey 
God rather than men, he speaks only of power in general' (Troeltsch 1922: 
n. 73). 

We easily see that here a relative institution has overstepped its limits and 
come into conflict with the absolute value. 

As it was contrary to the ultimate Christian value, political subordi- 
nation was attributed to the Fall of man, that is, it was justified in terms 
of the relative Law of Nature. Thus Irenaeus: 'men fell from God . . . 
[and] God imposed on them the restraint of the fear of other men . . . lest 
they devour each other like fishes.' The same view was applied by Am- 
brose to slavery somewhat later, perhaps because it appeared as an indi- 
vidual matter while the State confronted the whole Church as a threat. It 
is noteworthy that a similar explanation is not given of private property, 
except by John Chrysostom, an exceptional character. Once more there 
is room here for some variation. On the one hand, the State and its ruler 
are willed by God as is everything on earth. On the other, the State is to 
the Church as the earth is to heaven, and a bad ruler may be a punish- 
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ment sent by God. In general we should not forget that in the exegetical 
perspective life on earth since Christ is a mix: he has ushered in a transi- 
tional stage between the unredeemed state of men under the Old Dispen- 
sation and the full accomplishment of the promise in the Second Coming 
(see Caspary 1979: 176-7). In the meantime, men have the Kingdom of 
God only within themselves. 

Let me now make an apology. Reluctantly, I am going to leave Saint 
Augustine out of consideration, although his thought is central to our 
problem, as his genius points unerringly to the whole future develop- 
ment. But his very greatness discourages summary treatment. Within the 
present limits, I must focus on a more limited object: the evolution of the 
relation between the Church and the State, that epitome of the world, up 
to the crowning of Charlemagne in the year A.D. 800. 1 shall isolate a 
remarkable formula of that relation, and show how it was subsequently 
modified. 

In the first place, the conversion to Christianity of the Emperor Constan- 
tine at the beginning of the fourth century, besides forcing the Church to 
a new degree of unification, created a redoubtable problem: what was to 
be a Christian Stare? The Church was willy-nilly brought face-to-face 
with the world. She was glad to envision an end to persecutions, and she 
became an official, richly subsidised institution. The Church could not 
go on devaluing the State as absolutely as she had done hitherto. 

The State had after all taken one step out of the world and towards 
the Church, but by the same token the Church was made more worldly 
than she had ever been. Yet the structural inferiority of the State was 
maintained, albeit nuanced. The latitude to which I have drawn attention 
was increased, in the sense that a more or less favourable assessment of 
the State could be made depending on circumstances and temperaments. 
Conflicts were not ruled out, but they would henceforth be internal, both 
to the Church and to the Empire. It was inevitable that the heritage of 
Hellenistic sacral kingship would collide occasionally with the claim of 
the Church to remain the superior institution. The frictions that subse- 
quently developed between the Emperor and the Church - and particu- 
larly with the first of the bishops, that of Rome - were chiefly around 
points of doctrine. While the Emperors, mostly for the sake of political 
unity, insisted on proclaiming compromises, the Church, its ecumenical 
councils and especially the Pope, was keen on defining the doctrine as the 
basis for orthodox unity, and resented the rulers' intrusion in the pre- 
serve of ecclesiastical authority. A succession of doctrinal divergences 
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obliged the Church to elaborate a unified doctrine. It is noteworthy that 
most of those debates which issued in the condemnation of heresies (such 
as Arianism. Monophysitism, Monothelism) centred - predominantly in 
the East, around the ancient sees of Alexandria and Antioch - on the 
difficulty of conceiving and properly formulating the union of God and 
man in Christ. This is precisely what appears to us as the core, the secret 
of Christianity considered in its full historical development; namely, in 
abstract terms, the assertion of an effective transition between the out- 
worldly and the inworldly, the Incarnation of Value. The same difficulty 
is reflected in the later iconoclastic movement, where it was perhaps cata- 
lysed by the puritanical Muslim influence (the sacred cannot be 'im- 
aged'). At the same time, there was clearly a political imperial interest in 
Arianism and in iconoclasm. Peterson has shown that the adoption of the 
dogma of the Holy Trinity (Council of Constantinople, A.D. 381) had 
tolled the bell of political monotheism (Peterson 1951).1° 

Around A.D. 500, after the Church had led an official life in the Empire 
for some two centuries, Pope Gelasius made a theoretical statement about 
the relation between the Church and the Emperor which was subse- 
quently enshrined in tradition and abundantly drawn on. Yet modern 
interpreters do not seem to have done full justice to Gelasius. His clear 
and lofty pronouncement is widely treated as stating the juxtaposition 
and cooperation of the two powers, or, as I would say, of the two entities 
or functions. That it contains an element of hierarchy is somehow admit- 
ted, but seeing as the moderns are uneasy in that dimension, they misrep- 
resent it or are unable to see its full import. On the contrary, the present 
comparative perspective should allow us to restore the high stature and 
logical structure of the Gelasian theory. 

The statement is contained in two texts that complement each other. 
Gelasius says in a letter to the Emperor: 

There are mainly two things, August Emperor, by which this world is gov- 
erned: the sacred authority of the pontiffs and the royal power. Of these, 
priests carry a weight all the greater, as they must render an account to the 
Lord even for kings before the divine judgement . . . [and a little further 
on] you must bend a submissive head to the ministers of divine things and 
. . . it is from them that you must receive the means of your salvation." 

The reference to salvation clearly indicates that Gelasius deals here 
with the supreme or ultimate level of consideration. We note the hierar- . 

chical distinction between the priest's auctoritas and the king's potestas. 
After a brief comment Gelasius goes on: 'In things concerning the public 
discipline, religious leaders realise that imperial power has been con- 



ferred on you from above, and they themselves will obey your laws, for 
fear that in worldly matters they should seem to thwart your will.' That 
is, the priest is subordinate to the king in mundane matters that regard 
the public order. What modern commentators fail to take fully into ac- 
count is that the level of consideration has shifted from the height of 
salvation to the lowliness of worldly affairs. Priests are superior, for they 
are inferior only on an inferior level. We are not dealing either with mere 
'correlation' (Morrison 1969:lOl-5) or with mere submission of kings 
to priests (Ullmann 1955:20ff) but with hierarchical complementarity. 

Now, I found exactly the same configuration in ancient, Vedic, India. 
There, the priests looked at themselves as religiously or absolutely supe- 
rior to the king while materially subject to him.12 Thus, with some dif- 
ference in the wording, the configuration is exactly the same as in Gelas- 
ius. The fact is astounding, given the vast differences in the respective 
backgrounds. On the Indian side there was no corporate unity of the 
faithful, nor any unitary organisation of the priesthood, nor, in the first 
place, was there any stress put on the individual. (The renouncer, of whom 
I spoke previously, had not yet appeared.) I am thus emboldened to sur- 
mise that the configuration in question is simply the logical formula of 
the relation between the two functions. 

The other main text by Gelasius is found in a treatise (De anathematis 
vincula.) Its main interest for us lies in the explanation of the differentia- 
tion of the two functions as instituted by Christ. Before him (I must ex- 
cerpt) 'there actually existed - though in a prefigurative sense - men who 
were concurrently kings and priests', such as Melchisedech. Then 'the 
One came who was truly King and Priest' and 'Christ, mindful of human 
frailty . . . has separated the offices of the two powers'3 by means of 
distinctive functions and dignities . . . intending that His own [people] 
should be saved by salutary humility. . . .' It is only the Devil that has 
imitated the pre-Christian blend of the two functions 'so thatY, says Ge- 
lasius, 'pagan emperors caused themselves to be called sacred pontiffs'. 
There may well be here an allusion to what remained of sacral kingship 
in Byzantium. For the rest we may find in this text a quite sensible sur- 
mise on the evolution of institutions. It is not unreasonable for us to 
suppose that the original sacral sovereignty (for example, that of ancient 
Egypt or of China), has in some cultures differentiated into two func- 
tions, as it did in India. 

It would be enlightening to discuss at length the commentators' diffi- 
culties, but I must pick and choose. A recent author, Father Congar, 
argues that the hierarchical formula of authority versus power is only 
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occasional (see Congar Yves 1968). In fact we have heard Gelasius, when 
dealing with the differentiation, speak only of 'the two powers'. But is 
not the distinction the best expression of what Gelasius is saying all along? 
Congar (ibid.: 256) is right in stating that here the Church does not tend 
'to a temporal realisation of the City of God'. As in the Indian case, 
hierarchy is logically opposed to power: it does not claim, as it will do 
later on, to transcribe itself in terms of power. But Congar (ibid.: 255- 
56) also argues that Gelasius does not subordinate imperial to sacerdotal 
power, but only the Emperor to the bishops with regard to the res divi- 
nae, and he concludes that, although the Emperor, as one of the faithful, 
was within the Church, the Church itself was within the Empire (his 
italics). Now, it is not apposite here to introduce a distinction between 
the function and its bearer which would in fact ruin Gelasius' argument, 
and of which Carlyle (1903: 169) admits in his own way that it is often 
disregarded in our sources. Actually the Empire culminates in the Em- 
peror and we must understand Gelasius as saying that, if the Church is 
in the Empire with respect to worldly matters, the Empire is in the Church 
regarding things divine. On the whole, the interpreters seem to apply to 
the statement of A.D. 500 a later and quite different mode of thought. 
They reduce the rich, structural, flexible use of the base opposition (to 
which Caspary draws our attention) to a unidimensional, substantial matter 
of either-or, or black and white distinctions. These will appear only, in 
Caspary's words, when 'with the freezing of political positions as the 
result of the [investiture] controversy and, more importantly, owing to 
the slow growth of scholastic and legal modes of thinking, the second 
half of the twelfth century slowly lost this sort of flexibility. . . . and 
emphasised clarity and distinctions rather than interrelationships' 
(1979:190). 

We have studied an important ideological formula. It should not be 
imagined that Gelasius' dicta have either settled all conflicts between the 
two main protagonists or even received, whether durably or not, the 
agreement of all concerned. Gelasius himself was led to his pronounce- 
ments by an acute crisis following the promulgation by the Emperor of a 
formula intended to reconcile his Monophysite subjects, the Henotikon. 
In general, the Patriarchs of Eastern Christendom did not follow blindly 
the Vicar of St. Peter, and the Emperor first of all had his own viewpoint 
in the matter. There are signs that something of Hellenistic sacral king- 
ship always remained in Byzantium, at  least for the Emperor's own use 
and in the imperial palace (see Dvornik 1966). Moreover, some Em- 
perors pretended to concentrate in their hands not only temporal but also 

Nate
Text Box
109



IIU L. Dumont 

spiritual supremacy, and sometimes succeeded in doing so. Not only Jus- 
tinian before the time of Gelasius, but after him in the West, in different 
manners, Charlemagne and Otto I assumed the supreme religious func- 
tions as part and parcel of their rule. 

It would be difficult to imagine a more glaring contradiction to Gelas- 
ius' doctrine than the policy the papacy developed from the middle of the 
eighth century. In A.D. 753-54 Pope Stephen 11, in an unprecedented 
move, left Rome, crossed the Alps and visited the Frankish king Pippin. 
He confirmed him in his kingship and gave him the title of 'Patrician of 
the Romans' and the role of protector and ally of the Roman Church. 
Fifty years later, Leo 111 crowned Charlemagne as Emperor in St. Peter's 
at ~ o m e ,  on Christmas Day A.D. 800. 

How the Popes had been led to adopt such a drastic course of action 
may be understood from their general predicament. We may almost say 
with Carlyle that it 'was forced upon them' by circumstances. On an 
immediate level, what has happened may be summed up in two points. 
The Popes have put an end to a situation of humiliation, oppression, and 
danger by turning their back on Byzantium and exchanging a remote, 
civilised but assuming protector for another who is nearer, more efficient, 
less civilised but therefore hopefully more docile. At the same time, they 
have taken advantage of the change to press their claim to sovereign 
political authority in a part of Italy. The Western Emperors may later 
prove to be less docile than expected, and to begin with, Charlemagne 
probably looked at the political rights he guaranteed to the Pope as only 
a kind of autonomy under his own paramountcy. He did assert his duty 
not only to protect but to direct the Church. 

What is essential for us is the papal assumption of a political function, 
which is clear from the start. In the words of Professor Southern (1970:60) 
commenting on the pact with Pippin: 'for the first time in history the 
Pope had acted as a supreme political authority in authorising the trans- 
fer of power in the Frankish kingdom, and he had emphasised his politi- 
cal role as successor to the Emperors by disposing of imperial lands in 
Italy'. The appropriation of imperial territories in Italy is not quite artic- 
ulate to begin with: the Pope obtains from Pippin, and later from Charles, 
the recognition of the 'rights' and territories of the 'Republic of the Ro- 
mans' without any clear distinction being made between private and pub- 
lic rights and powers, but this includes the Ravenna exarchate. We can- 
not yet speak of a papal State, although there is a Roman political entity. 
A forged document, of perhaps somewhat later date, the so-called Do- 
nation of Constantine, clearly states the papal claim. There, the first 
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Christian Emperor is made to transmit to the Roman See in A.D. 315, 
along with the Lateran 'palace', extensive patrimonial estates and the 
religious 'principate' over all other sees as 'universal pope', imperial rule 
over Roman Italy and imperial regalia and privileges (see Southern 
1970:60; Partner 1972: 21-23). 

What is of primary importance from our viewpoint is the ideological 
change that is here initiated and will be fully developed later on, indepen- 
dently of what will happen in fact to the papal claim. With the claim to 
an inherent right to political power, a change is introduced in the relation 
between the divine and the earthly: the divine now claims to rule the 
world through the Church, and the Church becomes inworldly in a sense 
it was not heretofore. 

The Popes have, through a historical choice, cancelled Gelasius' logical 
formula of the relation between the religious and the political function 
and turned to another. For Gelasius' hierarchical dyarchy is substituted 
a monarchy of unprecedented type, a spiritual monarchy. The two agen- 
cies or realms are unified while their distinction is relegated from the 
fundamental to a secondary level, as if they differed not in their nature 
but only in degree. The distinction is henceforth between the spiritual 
and the temporal, as we have known them ever since, and the field is 
unified, so that we may speak of spiritual and temporal 'powers'. It is 
characteristic that the spiritual is conceived as superior to the temporal 
on the temporal level itself, as if it was a superior degree of the temporal, 
or so to speak, the temporal raised to a superior power, that is a 'squared 
temporal'. It is along this line that later on the Pope will be conceived as 
'delegating' the temporal power to the Emperor as his 'deputy'. 

As compared with Gelasius' theory, the superiority is here stressed at 
the expense of the difference, and I would venture to call this disposition 
a perversion of hierarchy. Yet a coherence of a new type is achieved. The 
new unification represents a transformation of an older unity. For if we 
remember the archetypal model of sacral kingship we see here substituted 
for it what we might call kingly priesthood. 

This new disposition is pregnant with meaning and with further his- 
torical developments. It should be obvious that, in a general sense, the 
Christian individual becomes here more intensely involved in this world. 
But to remain on the level of institutions, the movement is, as similar 
previous movements, double-edged; if the Church becomes more worldly, 
conversely the political realm is made to participate in absolute, univer- 
salist values. It is, so to speak, consecrated, in quite a new manner. And 
we can thus descry a potentiality that will be realised later on, namely, 



that a particular political unity may in its turn emerge as a bearer of 
absolute values, as the modern State. For the modern State is not in con- 
tinuity with other political forms: it is a transformed Church, as is readily 
seen in the fact of its not being made up of different functions or orders, 
but rather of individuals, a point which even Hegel failed to admit.14 

I cannot even sketch out this further development here. Let me say only 
that the shift I have just underlined will be followed by other shifts in the 
same direction, and that this long chain of shifts will issue finally in the 
full legitimation of this world, together with the full transfer of the indi- 
vidual into this world. This chain of transitions can be thought of in the 
image of the Incarnation of the Lord as the progressive incarnation or 
embodiment in the world of those values which Christianity had initially 
reserved to the outworldly individual and his Church. 

To conclude, I have proposed that we abstain from projecting our fa- 
miliar idea of the individual onto the first Christians and their cultural 
environment; that instead we should recognise a notable difference in the 
respective conceptions. The individual as value was then conceived as 
apart from the given social and political organisation, outside and be- 
yond it, an outworldly individual as opposed to our own inworldly in- 
dividual. Helped by the Indian instance, I argued that individualism could 
not possibly have appeared in another form and developed otherwise 
from traditional holism, and that the first centuries of the history of the 
Church showed the first lineaments of the accommodation to the world 
of that strange creature. I stressed at  the start the adoption of the Stoics' 
Law of Nature as a rational instrument for the adaptation to worldly 
ethics of outworldly values. Then I turned to a single but highly signifi- 
cant dimension, the political. Initially the State is to the Church as the 
world is to God, and therefore the history of the conception by the Church 
of its relation to the State is central in the evolution of the relation be- 
tween the bearer of value, the outworldly individual, and the world. Sub- 
sequently, after the conversion of the Emperor, and then that of the Em- 
pire, had forced upon the Church a closer relation to the State, a logical, 
that is, truly hierarchical, formula was reached by Gelasius, which we 
may call a hierarchical dyarchy. Yet the truth-value of that formula should 
not blind us to the fact that, as the Indian parallel shows, it bears no 
relation whatsoever to individualism. Then, in the eighth century, comes 
a dramatic change. By a historic decision, the Popes snap their tie with 
Byzantium and arrogate supreme temporal power in the West. This mo- 
mentous step was invited by the hopeless situation that had developed, 
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but cannot be explained by it. It expresses a subtle but fundamental ide- 
ological shift. The Church now pretends to rule, directly or indirectly, 
the world, which means that the Christian individual is now committed 
to the world to an unprecedented degree. Other steps will follow in the 
same direction but this one is decisive in general and especially with re- 
gard to future political developments. We have thus seen some stages of 
the transformation of the outworldly individual into the inworldly indi- 
vidual. 

The main lesson upon which to meditate is perhaps that the most ef- 
fective humanisation of the world has issued in the long run from a reli- 
gion that subordinated it most strictly to a transcendent value. 

Calvin 
It is a weakness of the present study that it stops at the eighth century. I 
imagine that the thesis would be strengthened if the subsequent devel- 
opments were followed, as they should, down to the Reformation. I am 
unable to do so for the present, but in order to remedy the shortcoming 
in some measdre, I propose here a brief consideration of the terminal 
stage of the process as represented by Calvin." Accepting Troeltsch's 
account, I shall try and show that it is best reformulated in the language 
used heretofore.16 

In what sense can Calvin be taken as standing at the end of a process? 
In a general sense the process goes on beyond the man. The inworldliness 
of the individual will progress in the sects, in the Enlightenment, and 
further on. But from the point of view of what I have tried to highlight - 
that is, the conceptual interrelation between the individual, the Church 
and the world - Calvin marks a conclusion: his Church is the last form 
that the Church could possibly take without disappearing. Moreover, 
when I say Calvin, what I mean is the Reformation as culminating - from 
our viewpoint - in Calvin. Calvin built on Luther; he was conscious only 
of making Luther's stand explicit, articulate, and drawing its logical con- 
sequences. We may thus, for the sake of brevity, avoid considering Lu- 
theranism in itself and retain only those of Luther's views that are pre- 
supposed in Calvin, while leaving aside his other views as superseded by 
Calvin's. 

My thesis is simple: with Calvin, the hierarchical dichotomy that char- 
acterised our field of consideration comes to an end: the antagonistic 
worldly element that individualism had hitherto accommodated disap- 
pears entirely in Calvin's theocracy. The field is absolutely unified. The 
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individual is now in the world, and the individualist value rules without 
restriction or limitation. The inworldly individual is before us. 

Actually, this recognition is nothing new, for it is present in every page 
of Troeltsch's chapter on Calvin, even if it is not expressed in exactly the 
same words. Early in the book, at the end of the chapter on Paul, Troeltsch 
pointed forward to this unification: 'This principle of the mere juxtapo- 
sition of given conditions and ideal claims, that is the mixture of con- 
servatism and radicalism, is first broken only by Calvinism' (1922: 81- 
82,1960:88). The sequence of the passage suggests the possibility of two 
alternative views: as a consequence of the unification, either, as with Cal- 
vin, the spirit animates the whole of life, or, conversely, material life 
commands spiritual life. Hierarchical dualism is replaced by a flat contin- 
uum governed by an eitherfor choice. 

Calvin thinks he is following Luther and yet he produces a different 
doctrine. Let us therefore start from his particular character or tempera- 
ment. Troeltsch says that Calvin has a peculiar conception of God. Well, 
this conception closely corresponds to Calvin's inclinations, and in gen- 
eral he projects everywhere his deep personal inspiration. Calvin is not 
of a contemplative temper, he is a rigorous thinker whose thought is 
oriented to action. Actually he ruled Geneva as a skilled statesman, and 
there is in him a legalistic bent. He likes to promulgate regulations and 
to discipline himself and others. He is possessed by the will to act in the 
world and brushes aside through consistent arguments the received ideas 
that would block his way. 

Such a personal disposition throws light on the three fundamental in- 
terrelated elements in Calvin's doctrine: the conceptions of God as will, 
of predestination, and of the Christian city as the object on which bears 
the will of the individual. 

For Calvin, God is essentially will and majesty. This implies distance: 
God is here more remote than hitherto. Luther had removed God from 
the world by rejecting the mediation institutionalised in the Catholic 
Church, where God was present by proxy in men singled out as inter- 
mediaries (Church dignitaries, priests endowed with sacramental powers, 
monks devoted to a higher type of life)." But with Luther God was ac- 
cessible to individual consciousness through faith, love, and, to some ex- 
tent, through reason. With Calvin, love falls into the background and 
reason applies only to this world. At the same time, Calvin's God is the 
archetype of the Will, or the affirmation by proxy of man himself as will, 
or finally the strongest affirmation of the individual as opposed to, or 
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superior to, reason. Of course, the stress on the will is central in the 
history of Christian civilisation as a whole (from Augustine to modern 
German philosophy), not to mention freedom in general nor the link with 
nominalism (Ockham). 

The paramountcy of the will is dramatically expressed in the dogma of 
predestination. The root of it lies in Luther's rejection of salvation through 
works, which was in the first place meant for the destruction of the Cath- 
olic Church, its ritualism and the domination it had established upon the 
individual soul. Luther had replaced justification by works with justifi- 
cation through faith, and had in the main stopped at that point, leaving 
to the individual some margin of freedom. Calvin went further, maintain- 
ing with iron consistency the complete impotence of man in the face of 
the omnipotence of God. At first sight, this appears a limitation rather 
than a development of individualism. Troeltsch therefore sees Calvinism 
as a particular sort of individualism rather than as an intensification of it 
(1922: n.320). I shall try to show that it is an intensification, insofar as 
the relation of the individual to the world is considered. 

God's inscrutable will invests some men with the grace of election, and 
condemns others to reprobation. The task of the elect is to work for 
God's glory in the world, and faithfulness to this task will be the mark 
and the only proof of election. Thus, the elect relentlessly exercises his 
will in action, and in so doing, while absolutely subjected to God, he will 
in actual fact participate in Him in contributing to the implementation 
of His designs. 1 am trying, no doubt imperfectly, to sum up the nexus of 
subjection and exaltation of the self found in the configuration of Cal- 
vin's ideas and values. On this level, that is, within the consciousness of 
the elect, we find again the hierarchical dichotomy with which we are 
familiar. Troeltsch warns us against interpreting Calvin in terms of un- 
fettered atomistic individualism. And it is true that divine grace, the grace 
of election, is central to the doctrine and that Calvin has nothing to do 
with man's freedom. He holds that 'the honour of God is safe, when man 
bows under His law, whether his submission is free or forced'. Yet, if we 
see here the emergence of inworldly individualism, and if we think of the 
intrinsic difficulty of this attitude, we might as well look on the individual 
elect's subjection to God's grace as the necessary condition for legitimat- 
ing the decisive shift. 

In effect, until then the individual had to recognise in the world an 
antagonistic factor, an irreducible alter that could not be suppressed but 
only subjected, encompassed. This limitation disappears with Calvin, and 



we find it replaced, so to speak, by his peculiar subjection to God's will. 
If such is the genesis of what Troeltsch and Weber called inworldly as- 
ceticism, we had best speak of ascetic, or conditioned, in world lines^.^^ 

We may also contrast Calvin's active participation in God with the 
traditional contemplative participation that is still Luther's. Instead of 
taking refuge from this imperfect world in another which allowed us to 
cope, it would seem we had decided that we should ourselves embody 
that other world in our determined action upon this one. What is of 
paramount importance is that we have here the model of modern artifi- 
cialism at large, the systematic application to the things of this world of 
an extrinsic, imposed value. Not a value derived from our belonging in 
this world, such as its harmony or our harmony with it, but a value 
rooted in our heterogeneity in relation to it: the identification of our will 
with the will of God (Descartes' man will make himself 'lord and master 
of nature'). The will applied to the world, the end sought after, the mo- 
tive and inner spring of the will are extraneous; they are, to say the same 
thing, essentially outworldly. Outworldliness is now concentrated in the 
individual's will. This fits in with Tonnies' distinction of spontaneous 
will and arbitrary will (Naturwille and Kiirwille), and it shows where the 
arbitrariness, (the Willkiir) has its ground. To my mind it also underlines 
what Weber called modern rationality. 

Our view of Calvin allows for correcting or deepening the paradigm 
that we used hitherto. Outworldliness is now concentrated in the individ- 
ual's will. This recognition leads to thinking that modern artificialism as 
an exceptional phenomenon is understandable only as a distant historical 
consequence of Christian outworldly individualism, and that what we 
called the modern inworldly individual has in himself, hidden in his in- 
ternal constitution, an unperceived but essential element of outworldli- 
ness. There is thus more continuity between the two kinds of individual- 
ism than we had initially supposed, with the consequence that a 
hypothetical direct transition from traditional holism to modern individ- 
ualism appears now not only improbable but impossible.19 

The conversion to inworldliness has in Calvin noteworthy concomi- 
tant features. I noticed the recession of mystical and emotional aspects. 
They are not entirely absent from Calvin's writings, but conspicuously so 
from his dogma. Even Redemption is seen in a dry legalistic way, as 
satisfaction of God's offended honour. Christ is the ruler of the Church 
(in place of the Pope), the paradigm of Christian life, and the seal authen- 
ticating the Old Testament. Christ's own distinctive teaching was not 
adequate to the regulation of a Christian earthly commonwealth and 
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therefore the Sermon on the Mount largely disappears behind the Deca- 
logue. The Covenant is between God and the Church, and it had been 
between God and ancient Israel. Choisy stressed the change from Lu- 
ther's 'Christocracy' to Calvin's nomo- or logocracy. 

Similarly, most features corresponding to otherworldliness lose their 
function and therefore disappear. The Second Coming had already for 
long lost much of its urgency. The Kingdom of God is essentially, we 
may say, to be built up piecemeal on earth through the efforts of the elect. 
To one who is unremittingly struggling with men and institutions as they 
actually are (the stress on the state of nature or of innocence), the dis- 
tinction between the absolute and the relative law of nature appears as 
idle speculation. 

But can we really assert that the individualist value now rules without 
contradiction or limitation? At first sight, this does not seem to be the 
case. Calvin keeps the medieval idea according to which the Church should 
dominate the State (or the political government of the city), and in the 
first place he still thinks in terms of the Church identified with the global 
society. Troeltsch was careful to underline the fact: although many fea- 
tures of Calvinism inclined it towards the sect, and whatever the future 
developments in the same direction or in that of the 'Free Churches', yet 
Calvin strictly adhered to the idea of the Church as regulating all activi- 
ties within the social community as a whole. Indeed, he put into effect 
such a strict regulation in Geneva. This being so, it might be surmised 
that all trace of holism cannot have disappeared, that with Calvin, as 
before, some counterweight to individualism would result from the ne- 
cessities of social life. Troeltsch tells us explicitly that it is not so: 

The idea of community has not been evolved out of the conception of the 
Church and of grace, like the Lutheran ecclesiastical idea; on the contrary 
it springs from the same principle which appears to give independence to 
the individual, namely from the ethical duty of the preservation and mak- 
ing effective of election, and from abstract biblicism . . . (1922:625-6; 
1969590-2). 

Troeltsch quotes Schneckenburger: 'The Church does not make the be- 
lievers what they are, but the believers make the Church what she is', and 
adds: 'the conception of the Church is placed within the setting of pre- 
destination' (1922: n. 320). Through predestination the individual takes 
the upper hand over the Church. This is of course a fundamental change. 
It becomes more understandable once we realise that Luther, while keep- 
ing the idea of the Church, as he thought, unchanged, has already in fact 
emptied it of its vital core. It remained as the institute of grace or salva- 
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tion (Heilsanstalt), but Calvin's predestination deprived it even of that 
dignity; actually if not in principle. What remained of the Church was an 
instrument of discipline acting on individuals (the elect as well as the 
reprobate, for they are practically indistinguishable) and on the political 
government. More precisely it was an institute of sanctification (Heili- 
gungsanstalt), effective in the christianising of the life of the city. The 
whole of life - in Church, family and State, society and economy, in all 
private and public relationship - had to be moulded by the Divine Spirit 
and the Divine Word as intimated by the Ministers of the Church (and 
eventually confirmed by the Consistory where laymen were represented 
in addition to the Ministers). In point of fact, the Church was now the 
organ through which the elect were to rule over the reprobate and to 
carry out their task for the glory of God. It kept some features of the old 
Church, which distinguished it from a sect, but at the same time it had 
become, for all practical purposes, an association composed of individu- 
a l ~ . ~ ~  

To sum up, Calvin did not acknowledge either in the Church or in the 
society or commonwealth, the Republic or City of Geneva - the two 
being coterminous in terms of membership - any principle of a holistic 
kind that would have limited the application of the individualist value. 
He acknowledged only imperfections, resistances or obstacles to be han- 
dled in the appropriate way, and a unified field for the exercise of the 
elect's activity, that is for the glorification of God. 

Notwithstanding the vast chronological gap that remains, let me at- 
tempt a provisional conclusion. With Calvin the Church encompassing 
the State has dissolved as a holistic institution. 

Yet Calvin's deed, the unification of the field and the conversion of the 
individual to this world, was made possible only by the secular action of 
the Church. It is clear that until then the Church had been the great agent 
of the transformation we are studying; something of an active mediator 
between thetoutworldly individual and the world, which is society at 
large and in particular the Empire or State. 

We are thus enabled, in principle, to replace our initial model with a 
more precise one. But I must be content with a thumbnail sketch. Be- 
tween the encompassing value - the outworldly individual - and earthly 
necessities and allegiances, we have to posit the Church. We see the Church 
throughout the centuries busy on two fronts - asserting itself against the 
political institution, and also, so to speak, against the individual. In other 
words, the Church has been growing on both sides: (a) by subordinating 
to itself, in principle at least, the Empire, and (b), through the Gregorian 
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reform and the doctrine of the sacraments in particular (Penance) by tak- 
ing upon herself certain functions and capacities by means of which she 
smoothed the way to salvation of the common man, but which with the 
Reformation the individual will later on claim to recover. Luther and 
Calvin attack in the first place the Catholic Church as an institution of 
salvation. In the name of the self-sufficiency of the individual-in-relation- 
to-God they cancel the division of religious labour instituted by the Church. 
At the same time they accept, or rather Calvin most distinctly accepts, 
the unification obtained by the Church on the political side. 

As a result of this double attitude the field already unified to a large 
extent by the Church falls by a single stroke under Calvin's inworldly 
individualism. The Reformation picks the fruit matured in the Church's 
lap. 

In the general continuous process, the Reformation is a crisis marked 
by reversal on one level: the institution that had been the bridgehead of 
the outworldly and had conquered the world is itself condemned as hav- 
ing become inworldly in the process. 

Notes 
The first part is a slightly expanded version of the 1980 Deneke Lecture given at Lady 
Margaret Hall, Oxford. I am thankful to the College for the opportunity to return to a 
previous study which had remained uncompleted (see Annuaire de l'Ecole pratique des 
Hautes Etudes, 6e section, for 1973-4). The general hypothesis presented here was sparked 
off by a Daedalus colloquium on the first millennium B.c., and I am much indebted to the 
participants - mainly Arnaldo Momigliano, Sally Humphreys and Peter Brown - for their 
criticism and some suggestions (see Daedalus, Spring 1975, for the first and restricted form 
of the hypothesis, which the criticisms have contributed to modifying and widening). 

The complement on Calvin was proposed in a seminar on the category of the person 
(Oxford, Wolfson College, May 1980). 

This essay was first published in French in Le Dbbat, 15, Sept.-Oct. 1981; in English in 
Religion, 12, 1982, p. 1-27 (see the discussion in Religion, pp. 83-91). 
1. See my essay 'World renunciation in Indian religions' first published in French in 1959, 

and then in English in 1960, now reprinted as Appendix B in Dumont 1980. 
2. Quoted in Bevan 1927:63. The same author has noted the similarity with Indian ren- 

unciation. He quotes at  length from the Bhagavad Gita to show the parallelism with 
Stoic maxims on detachment (ibid.: 75-9). Actually what the Gita exposes is renun- 
ciation accommodated to the world; cf. my paper (Note I), section 4. 

3. The distance is small between Troeltsch's inspiration and the present formulation. Thus 
Benjamin Nelson, no doubt a perceptive sociologist, noting that the interest not only 
of Troeltsch but of leading German thinkers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, 
from Hegel onwards, had focused on 'the institutionalisation of primitive Christianity', 
formulated their problem alternatively as 'how the charismatic fellowship of the ap- 
ostolic Church had been bureaucratised' or, 'how an otherworldly "sect" gave rise to 
the Roman Church' (Nelson 1975:232 n.; emphasis added). 

4. See Hegel 1907:327ff,221;30; in. English translation by Knox 1971:283ff, 152-65. 
The young Hegel was carried away by his revolutionary zeal and his fascination with 



the ideal polis (ibid.: 163-64, 297-302,335; English: 81-83, 248-52, 293). Yet he 
slowly came to a better recognition of Jesus ('The spirit of Christianity'). For his ma- 
ture views, see Theunissen (1970: 10-11 passim). 

5. That the devaluation is relative here, radical there, is another matter. The more re- 
stricted parallel set up by Edward Conze between (Mahiyina) 'Buddhism and Gnosis' 
clearly rests on the underlying presence on both sides of the outworldly individual (see 
especially the concluding developments and the last footnote in Conze 1967: 665ff). 

6. Sir Edmund Leach has drawn attention to the millenarian aspect, but he saw it unilat- 
erally and somewhat indiscriminately as a model of 'subversion' (Leach 1973:s-14; 
see also Note 10). 

7. See Note 2. 
8. Actually Caspary distinguishes four dimensions of contrast or 'parameters', of which 

he gives only one as hierarchical (1979: 113-14), but it is easy to see that hierarchy 
extends to all of them. 

9. In his otherwise invaluable book, A.J. Carlyle (1903) had treated in two separate chap- 
ters 'natural equality and government' and 'the sacred authority of the ruler'. 

10. Leach linked Arianism with millenarism (see Note 6 above). 
11. The texts of Gelasius are taken from Carlyle (1903:190-1) (but see Note 13). The 

translation follows mostly Dvornik's (1966: vol. 2,804-5). 
12. See 'The conception of kingship in ancient India', (esp. § 3), now in Dumont 1980: 

App. C. (cf. Note 1 above). 
13. On this point our authors' texts seem (variously) corrupt. We read with Schwartz: 

oficia potestatis utriusque (Schwam 1934:14). 
14. See Hegel's Philosophy of Right, Part 111, section iii, and his impatience in 1831 at 

seeing the Revolution threatening to burst out anew. ('The English Reform Bill' in 
Political writings, in fine, and correspondence.) Cf. Habermas' 'Nachwort' in Hegel 
1966:364-65, and the pointed reference to Philosophy of Right (actually $258: 'If the 
State is confused with civil Society . . .'). 

15. I hope to produce an account of the process as a whole at some later date. 
16. This epilogue is thus no more than an exercise on Troeltsch's text. If an excuse is 

needed fornot considering wider literature, 1 shall say that, judging from a few incur- 
sions - as into the books by Choisy to which Troeltsch refers, or into Calvin's own 
Institutes - one finds that the auestions at  issue can easilv be univocallv answered: 
there is no twilight, no zone that would call for another angle of vision or another kind 
of lighting: the contours have been drawn with a firm hand and there is no mistaking 
them. Indeed there is something slightly uncanny in Calvin's assurance and decisive- 
ness. In this as elsewhere he is quite modern: the rich, complex and fluctuating world 
of structure has been banned. 

17. This feature seems largely neglected in the history of ideas. Such a type of transcend- 
ence will later appear unbearable to German philosophers. Colin Morris happily con- 
trasts Karl Barth's statement that there is no point of contact between God and man 
with the close presence of God in St. Bernard and with the Cistercian effort 'to discover 
God in man and through man' (1972:163). 

18. Max Weber said very much the same thing in 1910 in a discussion following Troeltsch's 
lecture on Natural Law: he opposed 'the forms of world-rejecting religiosities' to the 
'Calvinistic religiosity which finds the certitude of being God's child in the to-be-at- 
tained "proving of oneself" (Bewahnmg) . . . within the given and ordered world'; or 
again on the one hand the 'community' of acosmic love characteristic of the eastern 
Church and Russia, on the other, the 'society' or 'the formation of the social structure 
upon an egocentric base' (Nelson 1973:148). 

19. The two parts of our initial paradigm had been developed more or less independently 
and could appear as mutually inconsistent. To put the matter briefly, the hol- 
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ism/individualism distinction supposes an inworldly individualism, while in the in- 
worldly/outworldly distinction the outworldly pole is not opposed to holism (at any 
rate, in the same manner as the inworldly pole). Actually, outworldly individualism is 
hierarchically opposed to holism: superior to society, it leaves society standing, while 
inworldly individualism negates, destroys the holistic society and replaces it (or pre- 
tends to do so). The continuity we have now described between the two types, espe- 
cially in the instance of Calvin, reinforces their unity and qualifies their difference. It 
thus confirms the initial paradigm. 

20. See Note 18. 
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Person and individual: some anthropological 
reflections1 

J.S. La Fontaine 

In the paper reprinted in this volume, Mauss argues that the idea of the 
individual is unique to Western thought. He uses an evolutionary method 
which was, even at the time which he wrote (1938), somewhat old fash- 
ioned, to trace the development of the idea and to set out a contrast 
between the social and moral significance of the individual in Western 
society and the absence of such a concept in other societies. Dumont, his 
pupil, makes this contrast the basis of the opposition set out in Homo 
Hierarchicus, between hierarchy, the fundamental principle of Indian so- 
ciety, and equality, which is a Western idea, rooted in individualism. 
However, Mauss's essay appears to have made little impact on British 
anthropology until comparatively recently.2 The earliest article on the 
subject by Read (1955) offers empirical confirmation of the French view, 
arguing that the New Guinean people he studied lack a concept of the 
person, a term he, like Mauss, attributes uniquely to Western thought, 
though strangely Read does not mention Mauss. Read's article remained 
an isolated example of British work on this topic until an important con- 
tribution by Fortes (1973), which takes the opposite view: that all socie- 
ties have a concept of the person. Other anthropologists have contributed 
ethnographic data which can be used to further a discussion which, with 
a revival in Britain of anthropological concern with systems of thought, 
has once again become of central interest. 

This chapter has two aims: to discuss Mauss's conclusion in the light 
of subsequent ethnographic evidence and then to advance an explanation 
for the manifest variation in concepts of the person which the ethnogra- 
phy demonstrates. My view is that such concepts cannot be considered 



out of context. In particular I shall be arguing that social representations 
of society itself, and the nature of authority within society, give a char- 
acteristic form to related notions of the person. 

It is already clear that the Western concept of tlie person needs clarifi- 
cation, for the terms person and individual have been used as though they 
were interchangeable although they are not (cf. Beattie 1980:313-14). 
Mauss starts by distinguishing between the social concept of the person 
and any human being's self-awareness, which he regards as universal, as 
manifest in language and largely the concern of linguists and psycholo- 
gists. He thus contrasts consciousness of self, which he sees as com- 
pounded of awareness of the body and of the spirit, an 'individuality, 
both spiritual and physical' with a social concept. The social concept, the 
idea of the person, is a compound of jural rights, and moral responsibil- 
ity; it also includes what Mauss attributes to the Greek roots of our civ- 
ilisation, a notion of the actor behind the mask, the unique and transient 
human being. This is translated by Christianity into the idea of the soul 
to arrive finally at the notion of a unity, of body and soul, mind and 
conscience, thought and action which is summed up in the concept of the 
individual which Mauss labelled 'the person', 'la personne morale'. Du- 
mont, in building on Mauss's work, uses the term 'individual' rather than 
person, but he refers to the same idea: the social concept of a unique and 
indivisible unity. Alan MacFarlane in his recent book, The Origins of 

English Individualism, describes it as: ". . . the view that society is con- 
stituted of autonomous, equal units, namely separate individuals and that 
such individuals are more important, ultimately, than any larger constit- 
uent group. It is reflected in the concept of individual private property, 
in the political and legal liberty of the individual, in the idea of the indi- 
vidual's direct communication with God" (MacFarlane 1978:s). The 
Western concept of the individual thus gives jural, moral and social sig- 
nificance to the mortal human being, the empirically observable entity. 
This entity, its constitution, acts and motivation receives some form of 
social recognition in all societies. 

In order to compare the variability of social forms against the universal 
human being of which they are representations, some clarification of terms 
is essential. Mauss uses the term 'person' to refer to one distinct variety 
of such collective representations, the Western idea, which Dumont and 
MacFarlane, following an earlier tradition, have labelled 'individualism'. 
If the self is an individual's awareness of a unique identity, the 'person' 
is society's confirmation of that identity as of social significance. Person 
and individual are identified in contrast to the self. 
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Radcliffe-Brown, the source of many of the contributions from British 
anthropologists, makes a sharp distinction between individual and per- 
son, from a theoretical stance which ignores both awareness of self and 
the collective representations. His characteristically lucid exposition as- 
serts: 

Every human being living in society is two things: he is an individual and 
he is also a person. As an individual he is a biological organism. . . . Human 
beings as individuals are objects of study for physiologists and psycholo- 
gists. The human being as a person is a complex of social relationships. . . . 
As a person the human being is the object of study for social anthropolo- 
gists (1940:193-4). 

The concept of the person is thus a technical term which abstracts certain 
features, roles in social relationships, from the empirical reality, Mauss's 
self-conscious unity of mind and body. There seems no possibility of con- 
fusion; but Radcliffe-Brown is aware that in common parlance no such 
clear distinctions are made. He continues in a later passage: 

If you tell me that an individual and a person are after all really the same 
thing, I would remind you of the Christian creed. God is three persons, but 
to say that He is three individuals is to be guilty of a heresy for which men 
have been put to death. Yet the failure to distinguish individual and person 
is not merely a heresy in religion: it is worse than that; it is a source of 
confusion in science (1940:194). 

Radcliffe-Brown is himself guilty of falling into this confusion. As his 
critics have pointed out, in his article on The Mother's Brother in South 
Africa, he explains the social relationship between the roles Mother's 
Brother and Sister's Son as though it were a relationship bekeen individ- 
uals. It is a fault of which methodological individualists, who use their 
society's concepts as though they were analytical tools, have also been 
a c ~ u s e d . ~  Clearly, for Western Europeans the distinction between the in- 
dividual and person is hard to make.4 

Radcliffe-Brown ignores the problem of how society conceptualises the 
self but Fortes, in an article written for a conference devoted to consid- 
ering Mauss's paper (Fortes 1973), transposes Radcliffe-Brown's term 
'person' from theoretical anthropology to ethnography, using it as a label 
for the social representation. For him then, Mauss's 'personne morale' is 
merely a special case of a concept common to all societies: he argues 
"that the notion of the person in the Maussian sense5 is intrinsic to the 
very nature and structure of human society and human social behaviour 
everywhere" (1973:288). This is because such a concept is concerned 
with "the perennial problem of how individual and society are intercon- 
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nected" (ibid); the context of the article shows that 'individual' clearly 
means what Radcliffe-Brown means by the term. Since I use Fortes's ap- 
proach here I shall also accept his wider, ethnographic, definition of per- 
son. 

In what follows I shall use the term 'individual' to refer to the mortal 
human being, the object of observation, and 'person' to refer to concepts 
such as that of the Tallensi which lend the object social significance. This 
usage has the advantage of an attempt to maintain the distinction be- 
tween individual and person, the difficulty of which was commented on 
by Radcliffe-Brown and Dumont. It still allows us to use the term 'indi- 
vidualism' or 'individualist' to refer to the Western variety of the concept 
of person which, I shall argue, is indeed different from those found in the 
four exemplar societies to whose ethnography I now turn. 

All four societies: the Tallensi of Ghana, the Lugbara of Uganda, the 
Taita of Kenya and the Gahuku-Gama of Highland New Guinea are ag- 
ricultural peoples, lacking centralised political institutions, in the absence 
of which, patrilineal descent organises local communities, though in dif- 
ferent ways. There are many differences in their concepts but the similar- 
ities reveal that overall they resemble one another in their concepts of 
'person' more than they resemble the individualist West. It should be 
clear, then, that my conclusions differ from Fortes, though I use his ap- 
proach to the problem. 

In these four societies human beings are seen as composite creatures; 
in all four the individual human being is composed of material and im- 
material components. Neither aspect is necessarily simple; indeed, as Beame 
remarks (1980), the concepts of other societies often seem immensely 
complex by comparison with the ethnographer's own. Like our own, 
however, concepts of the person serve to identify and explain a wide 
range of behaviour, emotions and events. None of the concepts are strictly 
comparable with the concept of person which characterises individual- 
ism, for the elements are not unified into a whole which of itself has 
significance. There is a difference in the degree to which material or im- 
material elements are emphasised; where the immaterial components of 
the person are of greatest significance some human beings are not persons 
at all. This is true of the Tallensi and Lugbara, whose concepts of the 
person distinguish most clearly between the transient reality of human 
life and social significance. 

Living beings and social roles 
To take the Tallensi concepts first: a human being has sii, which is not 
life itself, but that which constitutes the living body as a unique entity, 
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an individual in our terms. An individual's possessions are imbued with 
his (or her?) sii; the taboos which an eldest son must observe towards his 
father's possessions are said, by Tallensi, to prevent conflict between the 
sii of the son and that of his living father, for it is sii which accounts for 
the state of personal relations between individuals. The attraction and 
repulsion of the sii in each individual engenders liking or dislike. It would 
seem that the sii vanishes at death, when it is detached from the body 
(pooni); this possibility of detachment is not identical with the body's 
mortality, for the sii may be detached temporarily and harmlessly in sleep, 
although it is also vulnerable to mystical injury. 

The living body is what distinguishes persons (niriba) from ancestors, 
ghosts and non-human spirits on the one hand; the immaterial aspects 
distinguish men from animals. However, certain sacred crocodiles, which 
are manifestations of the ancestors, are persons for they combine the 
human spiritual aspects with a living body; not all crocodiles are persons, 
merely those which satisfy these essential prerequisites. Individuals are 
distinguished from one another by their distinct sii; names do not have 
this effect, for they identify the individual, first with "an event in the life 
history of his family" (the public name), and secondly with an ancestral 
guardian (the private name). These distinguish him first from other indi- 
viduals, by reference to a family, and secondly from among his agnates. 
The shrine which Fortes calls a Personal Destiny shrine, embodies the 
fate already prepared for its owner and is associated with a set of ances- 
tors; it thus distinguishes him as an individual but in terms of a "place in 
a system of social relations" (Fortes 1973:315). A human being's unique 
identity is thus determined from the first by his place in society. 

To the Lugbara human beings are bodies, animated by and infused 
with adro spirit. This spirit is a refraction of Spirit, the capital letter being 
used by Middleton to represent the "immanent aspect of divinity" 
(1973:494); it is responsible not only for life itself but also for an indi- 
vidual's desires and wishes. Women's adro is responsible for their erratic 
behaviour, their yielding to personal whims and their association with 
the bush which is the location of Spirit. This is because women lack or- 
indi, a spirit of responsibility which enables an individual to control his 
egoistic adro; orindi grows with age, it is weak in small boys and strong- 
est in old men, although individuals vary in the amount they manifest. 
"A man who behaves contrary to this expected [male] behaviour does so 
because his spirit is too strong and out of control and if it is too blatant 
he may be thought a witch" (Middleton 1973503). It is this quality of 
responsibility, orindi, which accounts, in Lugbara views, for the author- 
ity of men and the jural minority of women. It is thus intelligible that it 



is orindi which is transformed into ori (ghost), or rather a'bi, that ele- 
ment of the ghost (for they are composite beings too), which is responsi- 
ble for and responsive to, its descendants. It is thus, as Middleton states, 
orindi which confers personhood on Lugbara men, though not on all. 
There are significant categories of Lugbara men who are not persons, as 
we shall see. 

Bodily idioms and concepts of the individual 
Concepts of biology are believed by those who hold them to represent 
the empirical reality of human beings; in some societies, they may locate 
elements of human behaviour in organs of the body, linking human phys- 
iology and psychology. Thus the Taita individual, according to Harris, is 
"an entity made up of various components and capacities, some of them 
surviving death and connected with bodily parts and processes'' (Harris 
1978:49). The head is associated with the total individual being: (Harris's 
phrase is the 'total person'). It is seen as the locus of consciousness, speech, 
memory and knowledge. Women's heads are held to be weaker than men's, 
their hearts more prone to disturbance. The heart is the seat of emotion, 
in particular emotions which affect others, of which the most important 
is anger. It is also the source of life, for when the heart is 'finished', the 
individual is dead. Because of the heart, in its mystical aspect, human 
beings male and female, can become ancestors and affect their living de- 
scendants; in living individuals the anger of the heart may cause misfor- 
tune to the one who arouses it. Taita rituals normally involve a blessing 
to cool and cast out anger from the heart; the term for this act, butasi, is 
also the Taita name for their religion. 

In similar vein the Tallensi also attribute various emotions to different 
organs of the body. They distinguish between head and heart but in dif- 
ferent terms from the Taita. The quality yam, which Fortes glosses as 
wisdom or good judgement, increases with age and progressively en- 
hances its owner's personhood, and is located in the abdomen. Fortes 
also tells us that the terms for the various emotions are compounds of 
the root word indicating the bodily region with which they are identified. 
However, it is among the Gahuku-Gama as described by Read (1955) 
that the material (what we would call the biological) aspect of the indi- 
vidual receives its greatest emphasis. Read writes: "To an extent which 
it is perhaps difficult for us to appreciate and understand, the various 
parts of the body, limbs, eyes, nose, hair, the internal organs and bodily 
excretions are essential constituents of the human personality, incorpo- 
rating and expressing the whole in each of their several parts. It follows 



Yerson ana lnarvraual rn antmropology 1LY 

that an injury to any part of the body is also comparable to damage to 
the personality of the individual sustaining the injury" (1955:265). Among 
the Gahuku-Gama a whole range of behaviour, from everyday greeting 
to the rituals of mourning when hair is cut, follows from this premise. 

A feature of Gahuku-Gama ideas which I shall set out at more length 
is the significance of 'skin', a notion which includes the fleshy covering 
of the body; it represents the whole range of characteristics of the indi- 
vidual. Cultural differences, as manifest in individual behaviour, are re- 
ferred to as skins of the same or different kind; "indebtedness involves 
having a debt 'on one's skin'." Moral evaluations can also be expressed 
in this way; individuals can be described as having good or bad skins. A 
bad skin may also refer to a social state; a state of mourning is 'having a 
bad skin'. It is consistent with all these attitudes to the body, as Read 
argues, that relationships are expressed in frequent and intimate touch- 
ing, bodily contact and fondling. The frequent rites associated with the 
development of children are directed to their physical growth and devel- 
opment. By comparison the rneni, the immaterial element which gives life 
to the body and which is described by Read as "the essential principle of 
human nature, the whole self or personality - this element is of negligible 
significance. At death it simply ceases to exist; what remains is something 
so insubstantial as to have no characteristics and no individuality" (Read 
1955: 265). 

Read argues that among the Gahuku-Gama there is "no essential sep- 
aration of the individual from the social pattern; social roles and social 
status are not distinguished from the individuals who enact them" 
(1955:276). The incorporation of non-physical attributes into the 'skin' 
of the living human being makes the same point in Gahuku-Gama terms. 
In a telling passage, Read shows that the lack of a concept of friendship 
follows from these same premises. In Western Europe the notion of 
friendship is defined as a relationship between two unique individuals, 
not by virtue of any socially defined relationship such as that of neigh- 
bour or kinsman, but as social persons in the Maussian sense. The Ga- 
huku-Gama could not grasp this idea; it was impossible for them to con- 
ceive of a relationship apart from one defined in social structural terms. 
It was not, as Read points out, that in their daily life they did not show 
personal preferences, interact more with some people than others, but 
such behaviour was not conceptualised as a relationship between per- 
sons. 

Read's paper is argued towards an explanation of the relativisitic moral 
code of the Gahuku-Gama, which he claims rests on the lack of a concept 
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of the person. He does not cite Mauss, but his detailed discussion of the 
Christian origin of the idea makes it clear that he is making the same 
point: that the idea of the person is peculiar to a particular society or 
civilisation. By contrast, among this New Guinean people: "Individual 
identity and social identity are two sides of the same coin" (Read 
1955:276). 

The bodily idiom used by the Gahuku-Gama should perhaps be seen 
as the conceptual mechanism whereby these people obliterate the distinc- 
tion between an individual and his social roles by incorporating the latter 
into his physical self, into the skin. Yet this is an ethnocentric formula- 
tion for it implies a prior distinction between self and society, actor and 
role which does not seem to exist among the Gahuku-Gama. It would be 
more accurate to say that the Gahuku-Gama do not distinguish clearly 
the material and immaterial (including the social) attributes of persons. 
Their concept of the person is totally particularised. Since there is no 
awareness of relationships unstructured by recognised roles, which are 
part of each individual, there is no general category of personhood, merely 
distinct personalities, defined by their particular social relations. These 
particular sets of roles are unique combinations of relationships which, 
like the body, cease to exist at death. It is not surprising to find Read 
emphasising the strong sense of self and the violent aggressive behaviour 
of Gahuku-Gama, for their concept of the person implies that bodily 
strength is social power. 

Social continuity, responsibility and concepts of the person 
If the Gahuku-Gama seem to recognise no generalised concept of per- 
sonhood, this is clearly not true of the other societies I am considering, 
although their concepts of personhood do not extend to all individuals. 
As I have pointed out, most Lugbara women and some Lugbara men are 
not persons. Rainmakers and diviners, who are often women, are asso- 
ciated with irdro, spirit and hence with the bush, not the settlements where 
ancestral shrines are located. They are thus outside society in some sense, 
since they do not participate in the association of the living and the dead 
which constitutes the continuity of social life, society itself. The person- 
hood of women among the Tallensi is of a lesser order than that of men 
for women lack the domestic and lineage authority of men. For the Taita, 
Harris notes that the full range of ritual powers is not open to women so 
that they reach the limits of their achieved sooner than men. 
In all three societies children are, by definition, not persons; Taita chil- 
dren are treated as extensions of their parents and referred to as 'some- 
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body's child', a phrase which may also be used of adults when their ritual 
and social dependency is being stressed. (It may perhaps be noted that a 
phrase which recurs frequently in English discussions of the emancipa- 
tion of women is 'a person in her own right' which suggests that sexual 
differentiation in personhood is not entirely alien to Western Europe!) 
Autonomy and responsibility thus seem vital to the concept of person- 

* 

hood and certain individuals by virtue of their sex, or their specialist 
roles, are excluded. They are individuals and may wield considerable 
power; they are not persons. 

It is the Tallensi ethnography which indicates most clearly that the 
concept of person there refers to what Harris calls a 'moral career' 
(1978:48), using this term to refer to an essentially similar situation among 
the Taita. Among the Tallensi an individual is first identified by birth into 
a particular lineage, his public name associates him with an event in his 
family's history and his private name, together with the ancestors in his 
Personal Destiny shrine, distinguish him among his agnates, though not 
to society at large. It is the completion of a proper life which qualifies an 
individual for full personhood, for marriage and the birth of children are 
essential prerequisites. Fortes emphasises that no individual qualities of 
behaviour or temperament can disqualify a parent from personhood; 
conversely, no matter how loved and admired an individual may be, if he 
or she fails to fulfil the ideal pattern of life and leaves no children, then 
full personhood has not been attained. 

Lugbara women can never become full persons for they lack orindi, 
the sense of responsibility, although some old women may have power 
in their own right; unlike the Lugbara, the Taita do accord full person- 
hood to women but this quality is developed over the course of an indi- 
vidual's life. To be more precise the ritual recognition of the accumula- 
tion of roles and statuses marks the progress of Taita men and women 
towards full personhood. The process starts at initiation when the boy 
or girl ceases to be "somebody's child" and becomes an adult, a transi- 
tion fully accomplished at marriage. Married adults become, in a sense, 
the equals of their parents; Taita express this by saying that a man be- 
comes a brother to his father. As householders they are equal. However 
a man whose father is alive, like a Tallensi or Lugbara man in the same 
situation, is still not fully independent and capable of autonomous ac- 
tion. A husband and wife may still be referred to as 'somebody's children' 
in ritual where this dependency is vital. Harris sees ritual in Taita life as 
helping "to create personhood by ritually conferring its elements upon 
the individual and transforming happenings in the life-cycle into moral 



events" (1978:76). It is the long-drawn-out character of this transfor- 
mation of the individual into a person which characterises non-Western 
societies. In Western societies the conferring of a name serves to achieve 
the same end; personhood and individuality are thus identified from the 
beginning. 

By contrast, for the Tallensi, personhood is finally validated at the death 
of the individual. Fortes lays great stress on this element in Tallensi thought. 
At death, the Tallensi divine to discover the cause of death to reassure 
themselves that the death was such as to confer personhood on the de- 
ceased, that he was not, for example, a bush sprite masquerading as a 
human being. A "good death" for the Tallensi is one which derives from 
the ancestors and which follows the assumption of the full range of sta- 
tuses proper for the individual, in particular that of parent. The essence 
of Tallensi personhood is thus continuity, as it is for the Lugbara, for 
even Lugbara men cannot become significant ancestors (ghosts in Mid- 
dleton's terminology) unless they have sons, although the orindi of any 
man survives after death as part of the nameless dead, the ancestors as a 
collectivity. According to Fortes, personhood is conferred by society on 
the individual. There are two aspects of the matter to be borne in mind, 
he argues: the awareness of its bearer of socially generated personhood, 
that is, the assemblage of roles and statuses and, secondly, the qualities 
and powers associated with personhood that are conferred on individu- 
als. Here personhood is explicitly associated with office in the Weberian 
sense; Fortes tells us, what is also clear from the other accounts, that "an 
individual is invested with the capacities of personhood specific to de- 
fined roles and statuses" (1973:287, my italics). The completed person, 
whether Tallensi, Lugbara or Taita is the product of a whole life. By 
conferring personhood on the individual such societies also, though im- 
plicitly, distinguish between person and individual, conferring moral worth 
not on the individual but on the social form, which includes as a vital 
element the'maintenance of continuity. The concept serves to fuse the 
finite span of a human life with the unlimited continuity of social forms, 
by identifying personhood with self-reproduction. 

How far can we say that Mauss's conclusion has been validated by 
subsequent ethnographic investigation? Pace Fortes, I would say that it 
has been. The use of Radcliffe-Brown's concept of the social personality 
enabled Fortes to classify Tallensi ideas, and allowed me to classify Taita 
and Lugbara ideas, too, as concepts of the person. However, the concept 
of the person as manifest in individualism, the 'personne morale' makes 
it clear that it does not refer to the sum of statuses; Mauss uses the term 
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personnage for such a concept. The person in individualism implies a 
general moral status accorded individual human beings by virtue of their 
humanity, which recognises their autonomy and responsibility for their 
actiom6 It is, as Mauss argued, the extension into the moral sphere of 
the concept of the unique nature of the individual. By contrast, the ideas 
I have been discussing here particularise, they do not generalise. In spite 
of general terms such as the Tallensi niriba, which serves to distinguish 
people both from animals and disembodied spirits, personhood varies 
according to social criteria which contain the capacities of the individual 
within.defined roles and categories. Indeed, one might say that where 
personhood is a status reserved for defined categories of people, parents 
or men, by implication those who are not persons are individuals and 
such concepts may be said to distinguish more clearly between these two 
ideas than most Western versions. There is evidence from the three Afri- 
can societies to support this contention. Fortes reports that when an elder 
is invested with linear office he is left alone for one night with the insignia 
of office; if he is unworthy of the responsibility the office may kill him 
(Fortes, 1973). In similar vein, Lugbara elders inflict with illness those 
who defy their authority; however it is tressed by Middleton that an elder 
should not use his powers to punish offences committed against him as 
an individual but only those which attack his office (Middleton, 1973). 
His powers are thought to derive from the ancestors who are concerned, 
not with individuals, but with the maintenance of social order. The Taita 
doctrine of the anger of hearts is similar in its effects, although the pow- 
ers of anger are not restricted to lineage elders among the Taita; even a 
child may cause harm by its anger. Taita believe that proneness to anger 
is a natural human characteristic, although they recognise that some in- 
dividuals are more quickly roused than others. In particular it is thought 
that anger is provoked when an individual sees the rights pertaining to 
his socially defined status being ignored or denied. Thus the anger of 
individuals defends the rights by which a person will be defined; 'casting 
out anger', the ritual to repair the harm caused by anger, thus emphasises 
the rights pertaining to roles and statuses, confirming the individual in- 
cumbency of them. It is important to note, though, the direction of attack 
by such mystical harm: anger causes harm to the person defined as re- 
sponsible in the relationship in which it occurs. Anger among Taita is 
thus a sanction against the improper use of authority. 

Beattie has noted that the "abstract and immaterial components of the 
person . . ." have in common that they are conceived as "forces, powers 
or potentialities of some kind" (Beattie 1980:315). The Lugbara concept 
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of tali confirms this view; it also serves to underline the distinction be- 
tween individual and office, for tali refers to the ability of an individual 
to influence others as an individual, and not an office-holder. All Lugbara 
are believed to have tali, which grows with age, being weak in children 
and strongest in powerful elders. Old women, particularly the elder sis- 
ters of lineage elders, have strong tali, even though they are not persons 
and cannot exercise authority like their brothers. Tali is also responsible 
for the powers of other categories of non-person: rainmakers and divi- 
ners. Tali is clearly a quality of individuals; it is a direct manifestation of 
Spirit, although it is connected with lineage organisation for the lineage 
has a pool of tali to which the tali of members is added when they die. 
Agnates can therefore augment the lineage pool or store of tali if their 
own is strong. It is significant that Tallensi by contrast know of believers 
in powers conferred directly on individuals through possession or the 
direct intervention of spirits, and do not credit them (Fortes 1979:68). In 
the Tallensi system of collective representations there is no room for in- 
dividual powers, for powers are exercised by individuals only as the au- 
thority of office. 

The distinction between individual and person, and the nature of the 
constituent elements of the person seem connected with thi degree to 
which office and office-holder are distinguished, the degree to which such 
offices are in fact institutionalised. All Tallensi, Lugbara and Taita are 
individuals but not all are recognised as full persons; those that are ex- 
ercise powers and must accept responsibilities, which are attributed to 
the office; office is legitimised in a variety of ways, which we can call 
traditional, in Weberian terms. By contrast, the Gahuku-Gama appear to 
make no distinction between actor and role, individual and person; the 
bodies of living beings are, at the same time, both private selves and 
social persons. There seem to be rio offices in this society and the only 
authority is that of senior kinsmen. 

The link between the nature of authority and the concept of the person 
is suggested by Beteille in an article on inequality (19805). He attacks 
the association of equality with individualism which is made by Dumont 
(and see the quote from MacFarlane earlier in this chapter). He goes on 
to point out that individualism is most developed in those societies where 
achievement is considered of great importance and competition is the 
means by which individuals acquire power and office. By contrast, in 
hierarchical societies, ascription assigns the social and political roles of 
individuals and inequalities inhere in social roles. Hence, by a paradox, 
Western societies conceive of natural man, the individual, as equal in 
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order to disguise the inequalities of achievement; Indian society, the locus . - 
of Dumont's Homo Hierarchicus, is free to acknowledge equality emerg- 
ing from individual behaviour, since inequality is ascribed. Dumont and 
Beteille are using a much broader canvas than I attempt to cover; how- 
ever, if we apply their approach to the four societies I have used as ex- 
amples in this paper, there are interesting results. 

While all four societies are similar in some respects, as I indicated ear- 
lier, the axis along which they conspicuously vary is that of the nature of 
authority. Among the Tallensi strict succession by agnatic seniority is the 
principle by which the authority of office is allocated; the political unit is 
defined by a genealogy which also establishes a hierarchy among ag- 
nates.' Power inheres in the traditional office; there is a clear indication 
that this is so in the Tallensi belief, cited earlier, that if an unworthy 
individual allows himself to be invested with office, it will kill him. Per- 
sonhood, like office, is a fulfilment of social roles and, significantly, is 
finally validated only when the individual ceases to exist, at death. Among 
the Taita a measure of achievement allows some men to surpass their 
fellows; there are no offices conferring authority on their incumbents. 
Instead a hierarchy of shrines, medicines of increasing power, is associ- 
ated in its lower ranks with the life-cycle as bench-marks on the route to 
full personhood. The successful progress further and faster along this 
route than the insignificant; the more powerful the shrines, the fewer the 
elders entitled to own them. The summit of attainment is a ritual few 
achieve, which in some sense confers ancesterhood on a man before his 
death. In a manner totally alien to the Tallensi, a married Taita man 
achieves a measure of equality with his father; thereafter his personhood 
increases with his success, though at each stage it must be ritually vaii- 
dated, by his seniors. Authority increases throughout a successful moral 
career. The Lugbara represent another variation: as among the Tallensi, 
the politically significant unit is constituted genealogically and seniority 
is a matter of agnatic succession; however, the'concept of powers derived 
from Spirit introduces a new element: charismatic authority. Rainmakers 
and diviners are non-persons, outside the normal structure of traditional 
authority. They are individuals possessing tali, the power to influence 
others and their specialist powers are received direct from Spirit as indi- 
viduals. One could argue, against Middleton, that such people are not 
non-persons, they are persons in the Western sense, except for the fact 
that they are exceptional, abnormal. Moreover their powers are not en- 
tirely outside the lineage framework.* . 

It seems clear that as far as these three examples are concerned, that 



the greater the emphasis on traditional office, the clearer is the distinction 
between individual and person, and, that where individual achievement 
of influence is recognised, as among the Lugbara and to some extent the 
Taita, then more than one concept of the person may co-exist. Recogni- 
tion of individuality exists in all three African societies, but among the 
Tallensi and among the Taita full personhood is the attainment of a whole 
life, a moral career, which is not achieved by all; the influence of the actor 
on his role receives recognition in the Taita doctrine of the anger of hearts, 
and they do not attribute authority to clearly-defined office but to a lad- 
der of achieved ritual powers. Each new rung of the ladder must receive 
public recognition by ritual investiture. The Lugbara appear to have a 
double concept of power, tali and the ancestral power of invocation-ex- 
ercised by elders, and it is consistent with this that there are possibilities 
of exercising social influence outside the hierarchy defined by genealogy. 

None of the three African societies can be said to have systems of com- 
petitive leadership; there are kinship and descent principles which rank 
individuals. By contrast the Gahuku-Gama present the very picture of 
free competition. There we find the pattern of aggressive achievement, of 
shifting alliances and Big Men striving to hold together followings which 
are vulnerable to the vagaries of war or the success of others (the pattern 
made familiar by the ethnographers of Highland New Guinea). Where 
the Taita dislike violence and seek to prevent and control it, among these 
Highlanders it is "the warp of the cultural pattern and is manifest alike 
in many day to day situations as well as many institutional contexts" 
(Read 1955:254). Read states: "The majority of social rewards go to the 
physically strong and self-assertive; to the proud and the flamboyant and 
to the extroverted warrior and orator who demands, and usually obtains, 
the submission of his fellows. As a result we find that people are mark- 
edly aware of themselves as individuals" (Read 1955:254). Read admin- 
istered special tests, devised by Nadel, to check his findings and these 
confirmed the personality characteristics his impressions suggested. Yet 
he argues that the Gahuku-Gama view of man does not distinguish be- 
tween the individual and his social roles. If, as Beteille has argued (1980), 
individualism reflects a competitive society, one would expect the Ga- 
huku-Gama to hold a concept of the person more akin to that of the 
West. The fact that they do not suggests that something is missing in the 
initial formulation, a crucial element which accounts for the unique char- 
acter of the individualist concept of the person. 

What has been overlooked in discussions of the Western notions is that 
they exist in the context of a particular concept of society as a whole: the 
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idea of the nation-state. The idea of the whole is integral to MacFarlane's 
definition of individualism with which I began: "society is constituted of 
autonomous equal units" and, equally, the individual is a constituent 
unit of society. The institutions which reflect the idea of the (individual- 
ist) person are established and maintained by a society organised on the 
rule of law, the state in which persons are citizens. In such a society all 
members, even rulers are, ideally, subject to the law. As Weber pointed 
out long ago, this principle is the defining characteristic of bureaucratic 
organisation. The main features of such structures are: a clear distinction 
between office and office-holder, and hence between an individual and 
his social role, and the allocation of authority on the basis of fitness for 
office, fitness being of course a quality of individuals. The equality of 
persons and competition for office are thus integral to the structure of 
Western society. Hierarchy and inequality are conceptualised as attri- 
butes of social roles; all individuals are equal as persons. 

By contrast, all the other societies I have been discussing base their 
concept of society on the idea of tradition, established once and for all. 
Society is the projection over time of the original founders, heroes or 
ancestors. From the outsider's point of view, this means that the bound- 
aries of society are established by the genealogy which relates living peo- 
ple to these original beings. The genealogy creates a structure in which 
the relations of individuals to the whole are mediated through a series of 
more and more inclusive links. The farther removed in time the ancestor, 
the wider the group that recognises its identity by reference to that focal 
point. The widest referent may not be the same as that which might be 
defined by a common language. The significant feature is that, ideally, in 
such a society each new baby has a position defined at birth, which re- 
lates it to this structure and the succession of generations. Only full sib- 
lings have the same social identity and even they may be ranked in order 
of birth, as they are distinguished by sex. Personhood in such a society 
is, as Radcliffe-Brown pointed out, a complex of social relationships. As 
more social relations are added through life, personhood approaches 
completion, but the critical feature is the social relation with the next 
generation whereby society is continued into yet another generation. Not 
every individual is fully a person, or even a person at all, in societies 
which define human beings by their place in a social chain linking past 
with present. 

The Gahuku-Gama seem to lack all concepts of a social whole. Little 
of myth or legend exists among them to establish a traditional identity 
and genealogies are shallow, serving to organise small groups which are 
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vulnerable to warfare and other demographic accidents. They live in a 
social world of change and instability. There are no fixed units of alle- 
giance nor offices which confer authority, wider than that of senior kins- 
man. Warfare is endemic; residential and social groupings change with 
the shifting alliances'that are organised by competing leaders. In accord- 
ance with this weakly developed notion of the social whole and its con- 
tinuity, the Gahuku-Gama concept of the human being emphasises the 
transient physical form. Even cultural differences, such as those of ritual 
practice or language, are seen in terms of individual characteristics, as 
different kinds of 'skin'. 'Skin', the outer covering of the self, is the means 
by which the social is represented. Human beings may embody various 
social roles but they cannot be distinguished from them; society as such 
barely exists beyond the interactions of living individuals. Thus the com- 
petitive basis for leadership among Gahuku-Gama is different from that 
in Western society, for the distinction made in the latter between the 
office and the qualities of the individual incumbent that legitimise his or 
her tenure, requires competitors to be conceptualised apart from their 
other social roles, as persons. Among the Gahuku-Gama, by contrast, 
competition takes place between social selves, seeking power and domi- 
nance, not selection for office. 

In his concluding paragraph, Mauss warns us that the idea of the per- 
son characteristic of our society is neither universal nor immutable. "It is 
formulated only for us, among us". In comparing the concepts of the 
person in four non-Western societies with our own, I have tried to suggest 
how we may understand their variant forms. The key to such under- 
standing is, I suggest, the recognition that concepts of the person are 
embedded in a social context. In particular they relate to the degree of 
institutionalisation of offices and the nature of authority. The existence 
of an office logically entails a distinction between the powers and respon- 
sibilities pertaining to it and their exercise by different incumbents. Hence 
some concept of the individual as distinct from the office is established. 
However, the way in which an individual is accorded the moral status of 
personhood depends on other social features. As Fortes points out, the 
concept of the person relates mortal, transient human beings to a contin- 
uing social whole. Ideas of society, variously conceptualised, and the na- 
ture of the concept of the person are thus interdependent. In modern 
states with their bureaucratic hierarchies, society is conceived of as an 
organisation of competing individuals, citizens of the state. Continuity 
lies in a structure of offices and roles to which individuals accede accord- 
ing to their personal qualities. In such societies person and individual are 
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virtually indistinguishable. By contrast, where society is seen as the de- 
scendants of founding ancestors, personhood is the fulfillment of a so- 
cially significant career, of which the crucial elements are parenthood and 
paternal authority. In these societies, not all individuals are persons. 

Societies based on a principle of patrilineal descent are not identical, 
as the examples discussed here have shown. Their concepts of the person 
vary according to the particular principles by which authority is legitim- 
ised. Among the Lugbara or Taita the legitimate exercise of power by 
particular individuals is recognised; among the Tallensi it is not. Their 
concepts of the person vary accordingly. The final example, that of the 
Gahuku-Gama, shows how a weakly elaborated sense of social continu- 
ity and the absence of institutionalised offices require no concept of the 
person. Social characteristics of individuals are represented by images of 
the living body, not by concepts of the person. The Western concept 
resembles none of those described so far in other societies. Its unique 
character is not simply the result of greater sophistication or elaboration 
of conceptual thought but, as Mauss has made us aware, it derives from 
a particular social context. 

Notes 
1. Earlier versions of this paper were read at the Departments of Anthropology in Dur- 

ham and Oxford and at a seminar in Wolfson College. 1 am grateful to colleagues at 
both those places and at the London School of Economics for comments which have 
helped me clarify the argument. They cannot be held responsible for this final form. 

2. See Beattie (1980) for a similar point. 
3. Notably by Dumont (1970) in which he criticises a certain school of sociology for 

sociocentrism in making this individual the centre of sociological analysis. He includes 
in his strictures (rightly to my mind) certain strands in recent anthropological thought. 
Of course Radcliffe-Brown cannot really be included as a methodological individualist 
but the paper mentioned has in common with that view a concern with motivation. As 
John Beattie has reminded me, Radcliffe-Brown's later answer to the problem of the 
Mother's Brother is in terms of social structure. 

4. As the English phrase "a real person" indicates. 
5. Since Mauss restricts the term 'person' (personne morale) to one variety of such con- 

cepts, Fortes's use of the term is not strictly Maussian. 
6.  However, even individualism allows for greater or lesser personality. I am grateful to 

Rosine Perelberg for reminding me of this; however, the negative connotation of the 
phrase 'cult of personality' seems to indicate that there should be limits to the recog- 
nition of individual differences in this way. 

7. I am here, as throughout this paper, concerned with the social representations of these 
units, not the composition of actual political groups. 

8. Unlike those of Lugbara prophets who have appeared in exceptional crises in Lugbara 
history. They represent a more developed form of charismatic authority, which 1 can- 
not deal with here. 
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Self: public, private. 
Some African representations 

Godfrey Lienhardt 

At the very beginning of LCvy-Bruhl's book L'Ame Primitive (1927) 
(translated as The 'Soul' of the Primitive, and those quotation marks 
around Soul mark it as an area of the translator's uncertainty), the author 
took it for granted that his 'primitives' would be confused if asked about 
those aspects of themselves which now concern us: 

It is scarcely likely that primitives have ever given a form, however indefi- 
nite, to  the more or  less implicit ideas they have of their own personality. 
At any rate it would be quite useless to  question them about it, for ambi- 
guity and misunderstanding would be the only result. 

He suggests that his readers, by contrast, would have more clearly for- 
mulated answers ready. Yet in the year in which L'Ame Primitive was 
published, Aldous Huxley, reflecting on Proust's phrase 'the intermit- 
tence of the heart', observed that: 

The number of completely unified personalities is small. Most of us go 
through life incompletely unified - part person, the rest a mere collection 
of discontinuous psychological elements. 

And Ouspensky, of course, had gone much further. In a lecture given in 
1922 he is reported on as follows: 

Man misunderstood himself: he thought he had a permanent self, a master 
'I', which integrated and controlled his thoughts and actions. But this was 
an illusion. Instead of the single 'I' there were innumerable I's, many of 
which said contradictory things. Then Ouspensky got up and drew a circle 
on the blackboard, and divided it by criss-cross lines until it looked like a 
fly's eye seen under a microscope. In each little space he put an 'I', and said 
'this is a picture of Man'. 
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Academically more central though, and nearer to our own time, place 
and intellectual habits, the Waynflete Professor of Metaphysical Philos- 
ophy in Oxford, Gilbert Ryle, reflected in The Concept of Mind on the 
'enigmas . . . which all turn on what I shall call the systematic elusiveness 
of the concept of "I".' It was ultimately this elusive 'I' which St. Augus- 
tine in the Confessions sought in God, and which Mauss in 'The Cate- 
gory of the Person' sought in a history of Man's self-image. 

Early in his essay, Mauss distinguished his own investigation - 'en- 
tirely one of law and morality', he says - from those of contemporaneous 
linguists and psychologists. 'In no way do I maintain', he wrote for the 
linguists, 

that there has ever been a tribe, a language, in which the term 'I', 'me' ( je-  
moi) (you will note that we still decline it with two words) has never ex- 
isted, or that it has not expressed something clearly represented. 

In the seemingly casual aside - ' "I", "me" . . . (you will note that we 
still decline it with two words)' - he allows for subtle difficulties of trans- 
lation, and hints, perhaps, that some languages have been better equipped 
than others for making the particular moral, philosophical, legal and the- 
ological distinctions which then interested him. In relation to academic 
psychology he added: 

I shall leave aside everything which relates to the 'self' (moi), the conscious 
personality as such. Let me merely say that it is plain, particularly to us, 
that there has never existed a human being who has not been aware, not 
only of his body, but also of his individuality, both spiritual and physical. 

Indeed there is much more to the idea of the self than Western ideas of 
legal and moral personality; and I do not think that ideas of the self can 
be so readily separated from the sense of simultaneously mental and 
physical individuality as Mauss's purpose then required. The 'average', 
'archaic' or 'total' man, as Mauss called those outside the academically 
educated classe~ of modern society (and from whom he thought those 
educated classes had much to  learn), does not think about himself as 
though he were examining an intellectual construct; and even that sense 
of mental ,and physical individuality appears to be dissolved or surren- 
dered in trances, mystical experiences, spirit possession and contempla- 
tive prayer; and even those who have had none of these experiences may 
have had, in dreams, some intuition of the transformation of the self - 
of 'the conscious personality' - those experiences are said to involve. 
Certainly, to consider African ideas of the 'I,, we have to begin by allow- 
ing 'the self' to be more labile than are the ideas of it in Mauss's essay. 



African representations of self 

Let us take our bearings, then, not from Mauss but from African forms 
of self-expression not elicited by questions put by foreign observers in a 
foreign philosophical and psychological idiom. Here is a summary of a 
West African, most probably Yoruba, folktale: 

The king invited the animals to a great feast, and offered a prize to the best 
dancer. The animals danced energetically before him, each showing off its 
own most striking qualities - the elephant its grave dignity, the leopard its 
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beautiful coat and sinuous agility, the gazelle its spectacular leaps and so 
forth. When, at the end of the dance, they gathered around the king to hear 
his judgment, to their surprise and displeasure he awarded the prize to the 
tortoise. Answering their complaints, the king asked them who had pro- 
vided the feast, and who was giving the prize, to which they could only 
reply 'It is you, 0 king!'. 'And so it is that I awaid the prize to the tortoise', 
said the king, 'for it is only I who can see the dance of the tortoise: his 
dance is entirely inside him'. 

I 

In much West African folklore, the tortoise represents intelligence, re- 
sourcefulness, trickery and luck. Thus for those who tell this tale, the 
success of the slow, ungainly tortoise is an extreme example of the decep- 
tiveness of outward appearances, though the moral is not that hidden 
intellectual agility is preferred, as such, to physical display: both are parts 
of the dance. The tortoise too, now public and exposed, now withdrawn 
and hidden, is a fitting and subtle image for the self. 

Otherwise the story is immediately comprehensible without anthro- 
pological or literary comment to any thoughtful child; and since folktales 
in Africa as elsewhere contribute to the education of children, it may be 
assumed that from childhood the Yoruba are not only supposed to have 
an idea of a hidden, private self - here an inner activity, you will have 
noted - but to  understand that it may ultimately be more important than 
the outer activity, the persona, or mask,-in Mauss's terms, presented to 
others. There are many other African stories about tricksters - the spi- 
der, the hare and the others besides the tortoise - who often admirably 
succeed, but sometimes ludicrously fail, by being, as we might say, 'all 
out for themselves'. 

I emphasise this because much of what has been written about African 
ideas of self, rightly putting to the fore the importance of a person's group 
and status - the public self - for defining what and who he or she is, can 
deflect interest from this African concern, also, on occasion, with individ- 
uals as individuals. Professor John Beattie has drawn my attention to 
what Burckhardt wrote about pre-Renaissance man in Europe in this 
connection: 'Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, 



people, family or  corporation - only through some general category'; 
and he quotes for comparison the modern French Africanist Professor 
Roger Bastide: 'It is clear that the African defines himself by his position. 
. . . When one asks him what he is, he places himself in a lineage, he 
traces his place in a genealogical tree'. LCvy-Bruhl, whose 'primitive men- 
tality' subsumes all mentality except that of his most rationalist readers, 
earlier made a generalization which, with more or less qualification, has 
underlain many interpretations of African thought: 

If primitive mentality pictures the individual as such, it does so in a way 
that is wholly relative. The individual is apprehended only by virtue of his 
being an element of the group of which he is a part, which alone is the true 
unit. 

This collectivist philosophy, so to call it, appeared as characteristically 
'African' very recently in a pamphlet put out to explain African values in 
the Rhodesian-Zimbabwe elections. It is summed up at a religious level 
of interpretation (to which in a somewhat different way I shall later re- 
turn) in Fr. Placide Tempels's almost mystical recreation of a traditional 
African metaphysic: 

For the Bantu, man never appears in fact as an isolated individual, as an 
independent entity. Every man, every individual, forms a link in a chain of 
vital forces, a living link, active and passive, joined from above to the as- 
cending line of his ancestry and sustaining below the line of his descend- 
ants. 

So, it might be said, at a more mundane level, do all who take the idea 
of incorporation seriously - members of royal houses, for example, or 
ancient Colleges. 'Bantu philosophy7 here corresponds to that of the 
Bourbons, the Hapsburgs, the Tudors, and innumerable families estab- 
lished as the 'so-and-so's' of their local communities, whose secure con- 
viction of their hereditary status, far from inhibiting individuality, has 
sometimes led 'them to indulge and exploit it. 

Much humour and drama in African (as in other) oral literature and 
history, derive from a keen perception of individual eccentricities, the 
deliberate or accidental flouting of convention, slips of the tongue which 
reveal private reservations, clever calculations of personal advantage, and 
selfish obsessions (often represented in Africa as gluttonous greed), all of 
which defy or subvert accepted standards of judgment and behaviour. 
Many African songs are also, contrary to what was once supposed about 
their anonymous, communal 'folk' origins, usually assigned to their in- 
dividual composers, who hold the copyright, as it were, and they contain 



images and allusions which are incomprehensible (though they may be 
exciting in the context of performance) without a knowledge of intimate 
local and personal experience of the composer himself. In this respect, 
like much of the best poetry, they make the private self public, while 
retaining a sense of privileged admittance to its privacy. 

Dr. Francis Deng, himself a Dinka, writing of the Dinka of the Sudan, 
describes how songs voice experiences, attitudes and emotions which people 
keep to themselves in the course of daily conversation. His account of 
the relationship between private self-esteem and public esteem (and it is 
clear to anyone who has taken part in a dance that up to a point the 
dancers are dancing for themselves) recalls the Yoruba dance of the tor- 
toise: 

The power of group song lies largely in the chorus, even though the role of 
the individual solo is a pivotal one, showing that the significance of the 
individual is not overshadowed by this group demonstration. The fact that 
there are points in dancing when every individual chants his own mioc 
[individual praises, or 'he does his thing'] shows the significance of songs 
and dances to the ego of each person. Even the group reference to 'I' [when 
the choral singers refer to themselves together as 'I' and not as 'we'] indi- 
cates that group solidarity is fundamentally a construction of individual 
egos. 

Evans-Pritchard pointed out in 1928, contra Radcliffe-Brown's doctrin- 
ally sociologizing interpretation of dancing as an expression of, and training 
in, social harmony and conformity, that Zande dances were often tur- 
bulent affairs, involving '. . . slanderous songs, sexual indiscretions, com- 
petition (for self-display is essentially aggressive when thwarted)', and 
referred to the airing of private grievances at large public gatherings, with 
several hundreds of dancers. 

I have said perhaps more than enough to suggest that one can lay too 
much one-sided stress on the collectivist orientation of African ideas of 
the person. Obviously, the less differentiated a people are by occupation, 
interests, ideals, and origins (and the readers of Mauss and LCvy-Bruhl 
were by comparison with most Africans of the time very differentiated 
indeed), the more of their private, as well as public, values and resem- 
blances they may be expected to share; but the recognition of the impor- 
tance of an inner, mysterious individual activity, comparable to what is 
meant by speaking in English of 'what goes on inside' a person is attested 
by many proverbs. 

The 'what goes on inside' a person may not be fully grasped by that 
person himself, as is recognized in a Fipa (Tanzanian) proverb: 'What is 
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in the heart, the heart alone knows', glossed by Dr. Roy Willis as 'We 
don't know everything about ourselves through our intellect', which ac- 
cords with psychoanalysis and with some African notions of witchcraft, 
for a witch may not always be thought conscious of being so. Fr. Tem- 
pels, with all his mystique of the collective, quotes a Congolese proverb, 
'None may put his arm into his neighbour's inside', meaning 'The neigh- 
bour's conscience remains inviolable even for his closest friend'. The most 
quoted of all Zande proverbs according to Evans-Pritchard is 'Can one 
look into a person as one looks into an open-wove basket?', the open 
weaving being contrasted with close weaving, which conceals what is 
inside - as when a Zande also said, 'Our bodies are like a .man who 
builds a hut to reside in. Our real person is the strength [or breath] which 
is in our bodies and is the soul [mbisimo]'. Such statements, and many 
more - the Fante proverb, 'One never knows what is in another person's 
heart', the Dinka proverb, 'What is inside a person is like what is in the 
forest or the river' (i.e., hidden, often dangerous, and unpredictable) - 
all allude to the importance, no matter how much store may be set by 
social role and status, of individual, private, intellectual and emotional 
activities: the private self. The real difficulties of translation arise when 
we ask (and we may ask mistakenly, for the question presupposes partic- 
ular kinds of answer) for a description of the private self that acts and is 
acted upon, and where that action is located. 

There is now for Africa (as there was not in Mauss's time) an extensive 
literature on the vocabularies used by African peoples to describe the 
emotional and intellectual attributes of human beings, attributes often 
represented in that literature as separate 'components' of the total person 
of personality. It appears from much of that literature that some African 
peoples (and naturally some of the most articulate in this respect come 
from Francophone Africa with its .inheritance of French education) for- 
,mulate their indigenous metaphysical systems more clearly than others; 
have reflected,more than others on the nature of the self, for example; 
and have their own men of learning to enter into debate about it. Also, 
whether in the nature of the information or in its interpretation, there 
are, in any language, difficulties in deciding whether some expressions 
are to be taken more literally or more metaphorically, since in all socie- 
ties some people are bound to be more literal minded than others. My 
close Fanti friend, who gave me the proverb, 'One never knows what is 
in another person's heart', added (for even their friends never know what 
anthropologists may make of their information), 'Of course this doesn't 
refer to the physical heart'. 
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I now return particularly to the Dinka of southern Sudan, for among 
them I had that experience of daily conversation which enables one to 
discriminate, as we take for granted in the language into which we were 
born, between what people mean and what they say. Then one learns 
also what kinds of questions, formulated in an alien mode of thought, 
might receive answers - but answers which, though grammatically, syn- 
tactically and even semantically plausible, do not represent, and may pos- 
itively misrepresent, indigenous and spontaneous interests and ideas. 

The Dinka were indifferent to many of the metaphysical speculations 
and distinctions which comparative studies in Africa and elsewhere might 
lead one to seek among them. The commonest answer to a foreigner's 
questions of a speculative kind is 'I don't know'. In the first, and even 
now outstandingly competent, grammar and vocabulary of the Dinka 
language, published almost exactly a hundred years ago, the great mis- 
sionary-traveller Fr. Giovanni Beltrame gave samples of dialogue in the 
1870s between the missionary and the Dinka. Despite imposing upon the 
Dinka some conspicuously Christian eschatologial doctrines about heaven 
and hell which were clearly being fed back to him, the missionary truth- 
fully represents in the dialogue the frequency of the answer 'We don't 
know'. But it is an assertion of agnosticism in the strict sense, a doubt 
about the questions, not a confession of ignorance. It does not mean 'but 
we should like to learn', but rather 'The answer means nothing to us'. 

According to the literature again, some African peoples have ideas of 
a soul-body dichotomy analogous to that which is generally assumed in 
Christian Europe, but differing from it, importantly, in allowing for the 
presence of several distinct 'souls' in each person. It might be possible to 
make some sort of translation of the belief into Dinka, but it would make 
no traditional sense; for the word by which 'soul' would have to be trans- 
lated is the word for breath and breathing, and for the presence of life 
which breathing signifies. To suggest 'therefore that a person might have 
several 'breaths' with different attributes would be as odd to the Dinka 
as the notion of a plurality of different souls in one of their number 
would be to the other fellows of All Souls College, Oxford. Missionaries, 
using weei, breath and life, as the best approximation to translate 'soul', 
have presumably successfully reshaped the Dinka word for their converts 
- reshaped it into a unitary term for a moralised and spiritualised self- 
consciousness of each separate individual in relation to a personalised 
God. 

I hope that further research, especially among converts, will tell us 
something about how this translation of conscience intimately takes place. 



In Dinka traditional thought, the breathllife comes from and in some way 
returns to God, but otherwise little resembles the 'soul', understood as a 
ghostly counterpart of the living person, the 'ghost in the machine' as 
Ryle called it, which atheists as well as theists could imagine to be mor- 
ally good or bad, and doctrinally consigned to heaven or hell. There is a 
Dinka word, atyep, which might adequately translate 'ghost', but not 
'soul' for it means primarily a shadow, image or reflection, and may 
properly be regarded as the image of the dead as reflected in the memo- 
ries and experiences of the living. The atyep is not 'something inside' a 
living person. 

I shall now imagine (and with some misgivings, for the experience upon 
which I base it is some thirty years behind me) that a Dinka without 
recourse to the vocabulary of European philosophy or theology were to 
contribute to this discussion in traditional Dinka idiom; and I shall try 
to represent what might be said by using the nearest literal equivalents in 
English to Dinka expressions, leaving the Dinka words for footnotes in a 
later publication. The Dinka word for 'person' has strong masculine 
overtones, but in some contexts may mean 'mankind' as when we use the 
capital 'm' for 'Man'. A living person has a body which is animated by 
breathnife, but body and breath are not in apposition as 'body and soul' 
are in English. Dinka would not normally say what would be translated 
word for word as 'a dead body'. For 'corpse' they might perhaps say 'the 
body of a person who has died', but the natural expression would be 
simply 'a person who has died'. What is then left is not stridly the 'body', 
which also means 'self' as we shall see, but flesh and bones and the rest. 
The breathnife is stronger in the more vigorous, whether people or ani- 
mals; is weaker in the old, in children and in the sick; and departs when 
a person dies. In prayer and sacrifice God is asked to give and support 
the breathllife of people and cattle, but this breath can scarcely be re- 
garded as a 'component' of human personality, since it differentiates hu- 
mans only according to their degree of vitality, has no moral qualities, 
and merges the human self-image with what is in the nature of all sentient 
beings, perhaps especially cattle. Further, breath is obviously both inside 
and outside our bodies, whereas the qualities of personality are spoken 
of as in the body. The 'what is inside' a person is in general spoken of as 
'in the belly', though the reference may specify that particular part of the 
body more or less according to context. (The 'what is inside', it is inter- 
esting to note, seems to be cognate with the Dinka word for 'truth'.) 

It is through metaphors based primarily upon the head and the heart 



(and more from the heart than from the head) that most moral, affective 
and intellectual states are expressed. Like many other peoples, the Dinka 
tend to relate thinking to the head (though not to the brain, and clever- 
ness is shown in the eye) and feelings to the heart. But many mental 
activities much more complex than sensations and affections are referred 
to the heart - doubt and suspicion, for example. There are numerous 
expressions using the words for 'heart' and 'head' with adjectival quali- 
fications. Here are a few examples taken from the entries under pwou, 
'heart', in Father Nebel's little Dinka dictionary. I give my literal trans- 
lations of the Dinka entries. Fr. Nebel translates the word pwou generally 
as 'heart, chest, mind, intention', and then includes: 'my heart is there' 
(or 'in it') for 'I agree, I like'; 'my heart is not there' (or 'in it') for 'un- 
willingly'; 'heart lost' for 'to forget, to lose control of oneself' (though 
for 'to forget', 'my head has lost' would be more usual); 'to forbid the 
heart to someone' as 'to be heartless to' (perhaps 'to harden one's heart' 
would be as close in the English idiom); 'to have the heart darken' as 'to 
be startled, frightened or sorry'; a phrase which may mean 'not to have 
enough heart' or  'heart not to  suffice' as 'to be suspicious'; 'to have a 
small heart' as 'to be discreet, humble'; 'to have a big heart' as 'to be 
proud' - for 'magnanimous' I think one would have to begin by saying 
simply 'good-hearted', and add words for generosity, nobility, forgiving- 
ness and so on. The most commonly used expressions are 'sweet (or tasty) 
heart' for 'happy' or probably more accurately 'contented', and 'bad heart' 
for 'aggrieved'. 

Even from this short list it will be seen that the metaphorical associa- 
tions of the Dinka word pwou, heart, for defining human characteristics, 
thoughts and feelings, often do not coincide with the English idiom, and 
in another context it might be interesting to consider the implications of 
such cultural and linguistic differences. ('Lionheart', for example, could 
literally in Dinka suggest a were-lion who changed form in order to de- 
vour people.) But here my interest is of another kind. Although like our- 
selves sometimes, the Dinka often put the hand to the heart, or  the head, 
when speaking of conditions associated with those parts of the body, the 
linguistic usuages are consciously metaphorical. To  take and use the 
physical heart of a victim in order to  possess oneself of its qualities (as is 
sometimes reported to happen in ritual murders in other parts of Africa 
and elsewhere) would appear as evilly superstitious and wicked to the 
average Dinka as to  the average European, though that is not to say that 
there are no superstitious and wicked people either in Dinka land or in 
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Europe. Those whom Europeans call 'psychopaths' are those whom the 
Dinka call by words translated as 'witch' or 'sorcerer'. But for most Dinka, 
the distinction between the metaphorical and the literal resembles that of 
an ethnically related people, the Southern Luo of Kenya, for whom the 
indigenous distinction between the physical and the moral content of 
metaphors is quite explicitly and deliberately emphasized by a Luo au- 
thor, A.C.C. Ochalla-Ayayo: 

The heart, Chuny according to the Luo, is the site of the intellect and eth- 
ical emotions and wisdom of a person. They consider emotions of atti- 
tudes, evil thoughts, pure feeling, wisdom, hospitality and generosity as 
invoked from the heart, Chuny. The Luo make a distinction between phys- 
ical heart, which they call Adundo, and the spiritual heart, Chuny. It does 
not appear that Chuny which also means liver is (in that meaning) referred 
to in this context, since the positions they point a t  when asked for physical 
Chuny (in the sense of liver) and spiritual Chuny of a human being d o  not 
correspond. The spiritual heart is situated somewhere beneath the end of 
the central cartilage, a spot believed to be occupied by the physical heart. 
Yet they do not call it Adundo when ethical emotions are implied, but 
Chuny, spiritual heart. 

The Dinka do not have two words for heart, but otherwise this distinc- 
tion - and also connection - is implicit in their usage. 

Such are some of the ways in which Dinka speak about themselves and 
others, and these forms of self-expression clearly represent that 'sense' of 
the simultaneously mental and physical which it was not part of Mauss's 
intention to dwell upon, but without considering which we should have 
little to say about their ideas of human personality. It seems to me that 
the Dinka language, unlike modern, educated, and for the most part met- 
ropolitan English, compels its speakers to integrate the moral and physi- 
cal attributes of persons together within the physical matrix of the hu- 
man body. In modern English, moral and mental conditions are spoken 
of in more or less abstract terms (anger, suspicion, forgetfulness and so 
on), cut off, for most, from their etymological roots. We say 'I trust him', 
for example, and could ask in a Platonic way, 'What is trust?'. In Dinka, 
one would have to say 'I know his heart', and should the question then 
arise of what it means to know someone's heart, it would be necessary 
to return to what is meant by 'heart' in other contexts. It may be that the 
disjunction, for most modern English speakers, between abstract terms 
and concrete imagery has something to do with the complex foreign origins 
of the English language. Non-literate Africans can explain the etymology 
of words as non-literary English speakers cannot, but that is beyond my 
province. The difference is however consistent with the absence, among 
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(in this case) the Dinka, of the mind-body dichotomy which many writ- 
ers of this century have wished to resolve. D.H. Lawrence is perhaps the 
most fervid of many who attacked what Eliot called the 'dissociation of 
sensibility', the separation of thinking from feeling, in modern civilisa- 
tion, and (like Mauss) attributed some ideal undivided self to American 
Indians (he read a good deal of anthropology), peasants, workers and 
others whose lives and language had not been corrupted by bookish ed- 
ucation - among people who, like Matthew Arnold's Scholar Gypsy, had 
escaped: 

. . . this strange disease of modern life, 
With its sick hurry, its divided aims, 
Its heads o'er tax'd, its palsied hearts. 

And still an integration of thought and feeling in metaphor and imagery 
is what we seek to have recreated for us in the best literature. We go to 
the theatre to hear Cordelia say: 

Unhappy that I am, I cannot heave 
My heart into my mouth. . . 

not, 'Even on this distressing occasion I cannot bring myself to display 
my emotions'. 

The importance of the bodily matrix in Dinka notions of self is shown 
finally in the very word most often used where we should use 'self', for 
that indeed is the word gwop, 'body'. 'I myself' is literally 'I body', 'your- 
self' is 'you body'. Body here is obviously not like 'self', a pronoun, but 
a noun intensive of the personal pronoun. Body, gwop, is incorporated 
in many metaphors, for example 'light body' for 'healthy', 'sweet body' 
for 'lucky', 'body afraid' for 'shy, embarrassed or timid', 'body heavy' 
for 'sick'. There is also a real reflexive pronoun for 'self', quite different 
from the word for body, and which signifies also 'apart from others' or 
'separated from others'. Thus 'look after yourself' ('take care') uses the 
reflexive pronoun rot as does 'to kill oneself', and 'to love oneself' - that 
is, to be a selfish, self-interested and self-indulgent person. If one were to 
translate Shakespeare's line, 'Sin of self-love possesseth all my soul' into 
Dinka, it would have to be something like 'I have been very wrong (mis- 
taken, missed the mark, as in aiming) because I have loved myself very 
much' using the reflexive pronoun rot again. But that is enough of a 
discussion which does no justice to the poetry of the Dinka language, by 
reducing it to something that sounds like a dull form of pidgin. I intro- 
duced translations to give an impression of the way in which at almost 
every point the Dinka language allows for a wide range of intellectual 



and moral discriminations without leading into a seemingly autonomous 
world of abstractions. Words, as it were, must return to base. 

And here I return to Professor Ryle, for the Dinka mode of thought 
and expression has correspondences in the work of a distinguished En- 
glish academic. Consider Professor Ryle's account of his elusive concept 
of '1': 

Like the shadow of one's own head, it will not wait to be jumped on. And 
yet it is never far ahead, indeed sometimes seems not to be ahead of the 
pursuer at all. It evades capture by lodging itself inside the very muscles of 
the pursuer. It is too near even to be within arm's reach. 

Thus in the use of bodily imagery, the Dinka (and probably other African 
peoples), and one of the most reformist of modern British philosophers, 
come together - the Dinka never having been entangled in the 'entities 
and quiddities' of European metaphysics, the Waynflete Professor of 
Metaphysical Philosophy in Oxford having determined to get rid of them, 
as did Samuel Butler in satirizing his omniscient philosopher more than 
300 years ago: 

Beside he was a shrewd philosopher 
And had read every Text and gloss over. . . 
He could reduce all things to Acts, 
And knew their Natures by Abstracts, 
Where Entity and Quiddity, 
The Ghosts of defunct Bodies, flie; 
Where Truth in Person does appear, 
Like words congealed in Northern Air. 

If our imaginary Dinka were to be given a course in Descartes, he might 
well conclude, like another of Descartes's critics, A.J. Krailsheimer: 

The Cogito is achieved at  the price not only of severing all the traditional 
bonds by which man has been'joined to other men and the world around 
them, but also of splitting in two the personal union of mind and body and 
expelling the instincts of the latter. 

Mauss seems to have sensed (to use that word) this strain placed upon 
European intellectuals of his time; but one fact seems strange to me. Mauss 
was in very close collaboration with Henri Hubert, especially in writing 
of religion; and it is reported that on one occasion, when that doyen of 
Catholic studies of comparative religion in the Vatican, Pater Schmidt, 
referred somewhat slightingly to Hubert and Mauss as 'two Jewish au- 
thors', Mauss replied: 'I accept for myself, but not for Hubert, who is 
descended from Pascal'. With his awareness of, perhaps even pride in, an 
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indirect connection with Pascal, it does seem odd that one of the three 
most famous statements in French about 'le moi' (the others being 'L'E- 
tat c'est moi' and 'Aprts rnoi le de'luge') is not seriously considered, as 
far as my reading has gone, by Mauss: that is Pascal's aphorism 'Le  rnoi 
est hai'ssable'. 

For what follows from that aphorism in the Pense'es would certainly 
be taken for granted by those whom Mauss contrasted with enlightened 
philosophical (or philosophized) man: 

In short, the self (moi) has two qualities: it is unjust in itself, in that it 
makes itself the centre of all; it is offensive to others, in that it wishes to 
enslave them; for each self (rnoi) is the enemy, and would wish to be the 
tyrant, of all others. 

Mauss may too easily and optimistically have described that Pascalian 
self as an aberration from the idealised self of his essay, directed by only 
the most altruistic andrational categorical imperatives: 

I shall show you how recent is the world 'self' (rnoi) used philosophically; 
how recent "The category of 'self' " (moi), "the cult of the 'self' " (moi) 
(its aberration); and how recent even the respect of 'self' (rnoi), in partic- 
ular the respect of others (its normal state). 

He does not really take much account of the part played by religious 
conviction in moulding ideas of the self, though surely how men see 
themselves must be influenced by how, or if, they see the gods. Dr. Deng 
represents for the Dinka what could be found in one form or another in, 
I should think, all African ethnography. Referring to the Dinka myth of 
creation, to which I shall shortly turn, he writes that it 

addresses itself to the question 'Where is God?' which the Dinka sometimes 
wonder about, and not to the question 'Does God exist?'. Among the Dinka 
the latter is never posed. Should it be posed, as it is now with the introduc- 
tion of inquisitive Western culture, the immediate answer would be 'Who 
created you?'. 

And if egotism and egoism were condemned among the Dinka, as they 
certainly traditionally were, it is not because of some democratic and 
secular ideal of the quality and brotherhood of man (though equality and 
brotherhood were probably actually achieved among them more than 
among many who politically profess them), but because of the pro- 
foundly religious orientation of their thought, their respect for the gods. 

God and Man begin to be mutually defined in a myth recounting that 
in the beginning, God created a man and a woman, whom he kept close 
to him. He  forbade them to pound more than one grain of millet a day 



which sufficed, but because they were 'greedy', the woman pounded more, 
and in doing so raised up her long pounding pestle (as women do now 
when pounding). The pestle struck God, who then withdrew into the 
above, and must now be brought near to help human beings by prayer 
and sacrifice. So human beings, quite usually referred to as 'the ants of 
God', are as tiny and helpless in relation to God as ants are to men. God's 
transcendence ultimately reduces all merely human persons to the same 
level, and since in Dinka thought God and gods are quite different in 
kind from Man (scarcely any less anthropomorphic or more abstract rep- 
resentations of divinity could be found in Africa), the virtual deification 
of human beings and human qualities is quite alien to Dinka thought. 
There are no man-made representations of the divine. 

But this distant God (like Professor Ryle's elusive '1') though out of 
reach can be interfused (I may say this is not sociopsychological jargon, 
but comes from Wordsworth), with the human person and the human 
body. In states of possession, which any Dinka may experience and all 
must certainly have seen in others, divinities 'seize' or 'capture' the hu- 
man person, body and all. The self is then temporarily replaced by a god, 
both subjectively and objectively, for it appears that the person possessed 
has no subjective experience of possession. He (or she, for it often hap- 
pens to women) is replaced by a spiritual being, a being of another order. 
People appear temporarily to lose 'self-control'. 

It will have been apparent from what I have said earlier that the Dinka 
are a very rational, even in some ways rationalist, people, especially when 
confronted with the non-rational constructs of foreigners. It is not diffi- 
cult for the most part to share, or at least give a notional assent, to their 
way of talking about themselves. But here, in the acceptance of the inter- 
penetration from time to time of the human and the divine (and of the 
divine as defined, of course, by their tradition), there appears an experi- 
ence into which foreigners cannot really enter, for while still living in the 
same political and social world, they do not belong to it by descent, and 
descent itself has a profoundly religious value. 

This is brought out clearly in the relationship between the members of 
Dinka clans and what I have elsewhere called the 'divinities' of those 
clans, for which the commoner anthropological term is 'totem'. The Dinka 
comprise a large number of such clans, of which the members are all the 
generations of the descendants of an ancestor in the male line. Each clan 
has its divinity or divinities, inherited through all the fathers. The divin- 
ities are figured as plants, animals, natural forms, and so forth, which 
clan members take care not to injure; but for the Dinka, they are not 
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themselves these material emblems, but spiritual beings. The clans are 
religious corporations, and the Dinka themselves speak of clansmen as 
being related to, and through, their divinities, and of being 'joined' or 
'united' in those divinities. From the Dinka point of view, though all 
clansmen are equivalent in certain situations - in blood feud, for exam- 
ple - this clanship does not diminish the individuality of its members by 
making them mere units or cells of the larger organization, as some of 
what I earlier quoted about the predominance of the collectivity in Afri- 
can thought might suggest. Rather it adds something to each individual, 
as (on a rather shaky analogy) a strong sense of belonging to an Oxford 
college does not diminish the individuality of its members. 

The archetypical clan-divinity, that of the most respected clans of priests, 
is Flesh itself, represented by the flesh of sacrificed oxen, held to be inter- 
mittently immanent in the bodies of its clansfolk, but also, like other 
divinities, transcendent. It is both within those who inherit it, and outside 

'and above them; the most spiritual aspect of the self is embedded in flesh 
and blood. The clan-divinities are most commonly called upon in invo- 
cations and prayers as 'that [quality, possession, very nature] of the father', 
and brings to mind, figured in the divinity, the life they have inherited, 
embody, and pass on - some vital power which indeed is part of each 
clansman, but does not come from him or her alone, and which informs 
each successive generation. When, at sacrifices, the divinity Flesh 'awak- 
ens' (in the Dinka term) in the flesh of some of those who venerate it, 
they become possessed. Sometimes they produce a kind of glossolalia. 
Occasionally they may break into short staggering runs. For the most 
part they appear withdrawn into themselves, their eyes unfocussed and 
unseeing, their muscles twitching and quivering. According to the Dinka, 
when thus possessed they are literally 'not themselves'. 

On such occasions, there appears a dimension of the Dinka self into 
which an outsider cannot really enter, excluded as he is from the in- 
tensely felt relationship of clanship which in part, at least, possession by 
the divinity seems to represent. The individual '1', both public and pri- 
vate, is temporarily submitted to and replaced by the clan 'we', and per- 
haps only Dinka can tell us further what this entails. 
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Of masks and men 

Martin Hollis 

'There's no art to find the mind's construction to the face', King Duncan 
reflects sadly in Act I of Macbeth on hearing that the traitorous Thane of 
Cawdor has died confessing his treasons. As if to emphasise the point he 
confers the title on the loyal Macbeth and sets his own murder in train. 
We understand the trouble in reading faces very well and it is not just a 
practical one. The mind's construction is not only a matter of motives. It 
involves the concepts and categories with which we shape our experi- 
ence, order our aims, find meaning in events and understand ourselves. 
That makes the reading of our neighbours' faces hard enough - indeed 
it makes it hard to read our own. But it can make the reading of distant 
faces seem almost impossible. Other cultures at other places and other 
times are guided by minds opaque to us, defying us to  understand as they 
do. The mind's construction is built around an understanding of self and 
that is elusive partly because it changes with time and place, partly be- 
cause we do not grasp it properly even amongst ourselves. 

That suggests two lines of address, the historical and the analytic. His- 
torically we can say at least something about changing conceptions of 
what'it is to be a person. For instance Homeric culture scarcely conceived 
the self outside social roles and, it has been said, had no single generic 
word for each and every human being. Protestant Christianity, on the 
other hand, thought of everyone as a soul and divorced the soul from 
social and even from bodily life. Those two cultures lie on a path which 
leads to  our own day and, in telling t$e,historical tale, we shall be able 
to see what we have learnt (or at least be less parochial about our own 
account). By contrast, the analytic approach picks on the conceptual puz- 



M. Hollis 

zle in self-knowledge. The nature of man is a single, timeless enigma 
which has troubled all thinkers in all places. It troubled the Pueblo Indi- 
ans, the Greek tragedians, the ancient Chinese sages and the fathers of 
social science and it continues to trouble us. The living and the dead all 
contribute to the same debate. The dead, annoyingly, cannot attend in 
person but they supply evidence by artifact and in writing, which living 
interpreters kindly shell out of its archaic language and historical period. 
Thus rejuvenated, all who have ever tackled the topic become candidates 
for this year's prize in mental philosophy. 

The two approaches are not in collision but there is a tension between 
them, which every student of the social sciences will recognise. It is pal- 
pable in Mauss's magnificent study and I shall start by picking it out. 
(That will involve a few lines of summary but I excuse myself on the 
grounds that, with so rich and ambiguous a text, it is as well to be clear 
how I mean to take it.) Then, being a philosopher by trade, I shall choose 
some analytical loose ends and ask what is to be done with them. The 
answer will, however, touch on his historical account too, since not even 
a philosopher can suppose the mind's construction purely timeless. 

Mauss ranges from the Pueblo to the Romans, from mediaeval Chris- 
tianity to the individualism of today, showing the different forms which 
the idea of self has taken. To this extent his lecture is a chronicle, stretch- 
ing from the first use of ceremonial masks in symbolic dances to the 
private sense of our own uniqueness, which each of us now has. But it is 
offered as an 'example of the work of the French school of sociology' 
and is part of a social history of the categories of the human mind, and 
of a project of explaining them one by one. This gives it a Durkheimian 
concern with social structures and externally generated norms. Yet the 
note struck is not a glum social determinism. There is also a moral con- 
cern to improve our self-understanding, just as there is in Durkheim too. 
The concept of a person, Mauss says in the opening paragraph, 'origi- 
nated and slowly developed over many centuries and through numerous 
vicissitudes, so that even today it is still imprecise, delicate, fragile, one 
requiring further elaboration'. Thus a tension among history, sociology 
and philosophy is built deep into the whole enquiry. It is a symptomatic 
and fertile tension, as I hope to show. 

Mauss states his principle for investigating categories of the mind thus: 
'we describe particular forms of them in certain civilisations and by means 
of this comparison try to discover in what consists their unstable nature 
and their reasons for being as they are'. His chronicle starts with the 
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Pueblos and the clan. 'On the one hand the clan is conceived of as being 
made up of a certain number o f  persons, in reality of "characters" (per- 
sonnages). On the other hand, the role of all of them is really to act out, 
each insofar as it concerns him, the prefigured totality of the life of the 
clan' (Mauss's italics). In other words, we start with something which we 
can hardly recognise as a concept of a person a t  all. Among the Pueblo it 
is membership of a clan, together with sets of roles within the clan, which 
constitutes persons. It is the life of the clan which constitutes agency; and 
personhood is symbolised by the ceremonial masks which an actor wears 
in sacred dramas. Yet roles, masks, titles and property also set family 
apart from clan and a man thinks of himself as surviving death and reap- 
pearing on Earth as one of his descendents. By the same token he must 
think of himself as his own ancestor. So there is, to our eyes, a second 
concept of person already there; but also one we can scarcely recognise. 
This phase of human history is summed up by remarking that 'a whole, 
immense group of societies has arrived at the notion of "rBle", (person- 
nage) of the role played by the individual in sacred dramas, just as he plays 
a role in family life'. 

The Latin persona takes a step further. It sets off as 'a mask, a tragic 
mask, a ritual mask and the ancestral mask' but soon becomes 'a funda- 
mental fact of law'. The route is from masks to privileges of those with a 
right to the masks, to patres who represent their ancestors, to anyone 
with ancestors, a cognomen and family property. Hence we arrive at a 
notion of a person as a possessor of rights, a group from which only 
slaves are excluded. At the same time the Stoics, aided by later Greek 
ideas about a person as a kind of private prosopon, have contributed a 
notion of the person as a moral fact, which comes to inject a concept of 
moral conscience into the juridical concept of a right. 

But there was no 'firm metaphysical foundation' until the Christians 
supplied one. 'Our own notion of the human person is still basically the 
Christian one'. The Council of Nicaea marks a milestone with its 'Unitas 
in tres personas, una persona in duas naturas' (unity in three persons, 
one person in two natures). Mauss finds in this pronouncement on the 
dual nature of Christ the metaphysics of substance and mode, body and 
soul, consciousness and action. That may be a daring leap but at any rate 
a person presently becomes a 'rational substance, indivisible and individ- 
ual'. Cassiodorus is cited in proof but he failed to make of it 'what it is 
today, a consciousness and a category'. That was the achievement of long 
years of labour by the philosophers. Mauss's essay ends au grand galop 



with Descartes, Kant and Fichte. The category of self emerges, to replace 
the mere concept of self which went before, and each person now has his 
own self or ego, in keeping with the various Declarations of Rights. 

I shall want to say more presently about the category of self as a phil- 
osophical achievement and as a psychological innovation. But that is 
enough about Mauss's historical chronicle, which he sums up thus: 'From 
a simple masquerade to the mask, from a "r6le" (personnage) to a "per- 
son" (personne) to a name, to an individual, from the latter to a being 
possessing metaphysical and moral value, from a moral consciousness to 
a sacred being, from the latter to a fundamental form of thought and 
action - the course is accomplished'. Nor is the journey ended. Our mod- 
ern category of self is 'formulated only for us, among us' and may evolve 
in its turn as we learn 'to perfect our thought and to express it better'. 

Apart from its own evident fascination, this saga poses large problems 
of method. As ~romised, I pose one which brings out the tension among 
history, sociology and philosophy. It lies broadly in the way to concep- 
tualise self and role. More precisely, it lies in Mauss's apparent sugges- 
tion that the story leads from a start in pure role without self to a finish 
in pure self without role. This is not, I hasten to add, a fair digest of the 
central theme, as will be stressed in a moment. But certainly the current 
notion of a person as an individual ego is not the Pueblos' notion, nor 
the Greeks', not the Romans', nor the mediaevals'. It is undeniably true 
that something 'originated and slowly developed over many centuries', 
the something being, roughly, a sharp distinction of self from role. At the 
same time, however, something else has remained unchanged. Mauss notes 
firmly that all languages in all societies have had ways for a speaker to 
refer to himself and that 'the "self" (Moi) is everywhere present'. For, he 
continues, 'there has never existed a human being who has not been aware, 
not only of his body but also of his.individuality, both spiritual and phys- 
ical'. In every culture, then, whatever its place in the chronicle, there has 
been a constant element, a sense of self, present as much in the American 
Indian masks as in Hamlet's soliloquy, Descartes's Meditations or the 
existentialist's je suis mes actes. It seems to me that Mauss.is right on 
both counts. Yet the risk of sheer incoherence is alarming. 

Mauss himself skirts the danger. He draws a line between, on the one 
hand, linguistic anthropology and psychology, where the sense of self is 
universal but largely a matter of grammar and self-reference; and, on the 
other hand, law and morality, where a concept of self has been evolving. 
The distinction of disciplines here does not convince me and I shall not 
dwell on it. But I am struck by his division between the universal sense 
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of self, the evolving concept of self and, as we reach Kant, the recent 
category of self. This trio will be of interest later, when more has emerged 
about the changing self and the unchanging self. It will do so more easily, 
I fancy, if we start at the other end with the notion of role. 

Even if the notion arises with masks worn in sacred dramas, it is not 
so simply divorced from that of self as the image of the mask suggests in 
our secular age. Today, it has, I suppose, two main uses. One is in ana- 
lysing social institutions and practices, where it can be formally defined 
as the dynamic aspect of a social position. The other is in analysing more 
intimate reaches of social life, where it borrows from the theatre, making 
a dramaturgical analogy with dramatis personae or characters in a play. 
Both uses, it seems to me, still involve the oldest perplexity about the self. 

Institutionally, roles set structure in motion. For example, British so- 
ciety has positions for priests, grocers, mothers and prime ministers, re- 
cognised by law and public opinion, prepared for by education and prac- 
tice, and filled in authorised ways. Each has normative expectations or 
duties attached, which are sparked by social interaction. It is possible to 
regard these dynamics as automatic and to try to explain social change 
as an automatic response to an overall conflict in roles. But nothing in 
the idea of structural roles requires it and I do not myself find it plausible 
to make actors the creatures of social structure. For instance, there is a 
fairly well-specified role of local councillor but it is not thereby a prede- 
termined one. What is well specified is a set of imperatives and, to go 
with them, a set of legitimating languages which govern the proper inter- 
play with sundry role-partners. Thus, as city father, a councillor is re- 
quired to advance the good of the community with due regard for econ- 
omy, justice, humanity and local prosperity; and all citizens a t  large may 
demand these virtues of him. As party representative, his supporters charge 
him with carrying out their manifesto and keeping the party faith. As 
committee man, he interacts with his civil servants in a language of ra- 
tional solutions to technical problems. In each of these aspects (and there 
are several others) his role has specific ends and negotiable means, so that 
he is both enabled and constrained in striving for consistency. He has a 
duty to innovate in interpreting a loose brief and by, so to speak, invent- 
ing the orders which he is obliged to obey. There is hence some distinc- 
tion between man and office built into the role itself and I believe myself 
that this is true of institutional roles in general. So, even on the premises 
of a structural role theory, it soon becomes plain that the incumbents of 
a seemingly impersonal system are in fact less marionettes than stewards. 

Conversely it would be false to think that the dramaturgical notion of 
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role yields a clear picture of actors as individuals. The relation of actors 
to the characters they play does not yield an easy distinction of men from 
masks. We may be inclinkd to view actors as donning and doffing masks 
like hats but that is not the only way to conceptualise theatre. Acting can 
also be regarded less as representation than as expression. This may not 
seem plausible for village hall theatricals but it rings truer for profes- 
sional acting and is almost irresistible for the special case, which the dra- 
maturgical analogy is supposed to illuminate, that of the human agent 
playing himself in the drama of his own life. Here the self cannot be the 
mask alone, as the point of the analog is to deny that we are merely 
beings-for-others; nor can it be the man alone, without destroying the 
analogy; so it must be some fusion of man and mask, which therefore 
reinstates the initial perplexity. Meanwhile plays have scripts, plots and 
conventions, which constrain and enable the players in their interpreta- 
tion of character, just as norms enable and constrain the incumbent of a 
social position. There is no one-sided truth about theatre either. 

with self and role so entwined, it cannot be right to think of self emerging 
as butterfly from a caterpillar of role and chrysalis of persona. Consider, 
for instance, the tragedies which Ancient Greek dramatists wove from 
older legends and sacred mimes. They would clearly belong in date to the 
caterpillar period, and, witness the carved masks which prevented facial 
expression and let one actor play many parts, there are no modern 'in- 
dividuals' in them. Conflicts are always role-conflicts. Yet the puzzle of 
self and role is fully there. For example, the characters in Sophocles' An- 
tigone are trapped in their societal roles. Antigone must decide whether 
to bury her brother Polynices, who lies dead outside the walls of Thebes 
after his luckless invasion. Family duty commands burial but she is also 
subject to the king's edict forbidding burial for a traitor. The king is 
Kreon and his edict embodies hallowed custom; but he is also her uncle, 
head of her house, and bound by family duty. Antigone decides to follow 
what she takes to be the higher law and buries her brother; Kreon does 
what he takes to be his greater duty and has her walled up alive. This is 
a tragedy without individualism or private moralities. Yet it is not a 'trag- 
edy' as newspapers now use the term to report blows of fate, like the 
flattening of a mother-to-be by a runaway steam roller. Antigone and 
Kreon choose the path which dooms them. They choose as persons who 
are their masks, not as individuals who play their parts. There is an an- 
guished fusion of self and role, which reduces neither to the other. I find 
this fusion very hard to grasp, I confess, but not because it belongs to an 
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antique world which we have lost. The trappings are antique but the 
puzzle is wholly modern. 

If Greek tragedy could work modern marvels with a fifth-century no- 
tion of a person, what exactly has changed since? When Antigone uses 
the first person singular, she displays more than a grammatical sense of 
self; she has at least a concept of self; but, Mauss would say no doubt, 
she lacks a category of self. Since, I agree, something has changed, let us 
see whether the difference might lie between the concept and the cate- 
gory. The suggestion is that Greek thought is not individualistic enough 
for self to be a category. It is only with legal ideas about rights, Christian 
ideas about the soul, and Cartesian ideas about the ego that our modern, 
categorial self is born. It is then licked into shape by Kant and be- 
queathed as the individualism, which Durkheim held to be the intellec- 
tual spirit of our times. The suggestion is interesting enough but, I find, 
hard to make out. How, historically, does the concept of self turn into 
the category? 

Mauss does not explain and I dare say that he is counting on the ver- 
sion of Kant given credence by Durkheim. I have nothing to add to what 
Steven Collins says about that in his excellent essay, except to note that 
the question still stands. It is also of some help to register Durkheim's 
approving view of Kant's moral philosophy, as recorded, for instance, in 
'Individualism and the Intellectuals': 'According to Kant, I am only cer- 
tain of acting well if the motives that influence me relate, not to the par- 
ticular circumstances in which I am placed, but to my quality as a man 
in abstracto'.' But the abstraction suggested will need to be an episte- 
mological one, if we are to speak of categories; and so I prefer a different 
route to Kant, one which lies along the seventeenth century 'way of ideas'. 

Descartes opened this chapter in philosophy by grounding our knowl- 
edge of the world in the 'I' of the cogito (and in the being of a God who 
is no deceiver). The ego was a monadic spirit communing directly with 
God and, be it noted, owing nothing to social location. It was a res cog- 
itans, a mind meditating reflexively on what was present to it and thus 
coming to know a metaphysical reality. Thanks to Descartes and then to 
Locke, it came to seem beyond dispute that all rested with the mind's 
contents and an enduring self aware of them. These mental contents ac- 
quired the generic name of ideas and, as analysed by Loeke and Berkeley 
in particular, presently became the momentary, private, atomic percep- 
tual phenomena now familiar to every English-speaking first-year philos- 
ophy student. Such fleeting fragments of experience could not, it seemed 



plain, constitute or guarantee the solid, persisting world of physical ob- 
jects and the way of ideas set a threatening problem. 

A tempting solution was to make the mind itself the ground of conti- 
nuity. But that thought fell foul of Hume's sceptical empiricism. His 
Treatise of Human Nature set out to base all other sciences on what 
could be established by the science of Man, which rested in turn on the 
impressions and ideas directly given to the mind. As he confessed grace- 
fully in his closing appendix, however, there was a radical snag. The 
world's furniture, at least in the doctrine of the vulgar, consisted of last- 
ing existences, whose states over time were connected by real bonds. The 
mind, on the other hand, was aware only of a series of impressions and 
ideas. How then did we know of lasting objects and real connections? 
Hume admitted himself stumped. 'In short there are two principles which 
I cannot render consistent, nor is it in my power to renounce either of 
them, viz. that all our distinct perceptions are distinct existences and that 
the mind never perceives any real connection among distinct existences' 
(Appendix, his italics). A lasting self might have done the trick by making 
the real connexion lie in the fact that a continuous series of data could 
be presented to the same observer. But Hume, turning his sceptic's eye 
inward, could find no lasting self. 'When I turn my reflection on myself, 
1 can never perceive this self without some one or more perceptions; nor 
can I ever perceive anything but the perceptions. It is the composition of 
these, therefore, which forms the self'. His inner bundle was quite unfit- 
ted to cement distinct existences into enduring things. 

A way out of this scandalous impasse was offered by Kant. The conti- 
nuity and identity of the mind could indeed be used to underwrite the 
world of things 'causally related in Newtonian space, provided that it 
could be established transcendentally. The proposal was grandly termed 
the 'Transcendental Unity of Apperception'. It relied on a far-reaching 
novelty, transcendental argument, which let epistemology take over work 
assigned by bescartes to God. 'Self' does not in fact feature on Kant's 
list of the categories but it would be claimed to merit categorial status 
for its work in unifying our judgements. The 'I' stands outside experience 
but is present in all our ordering of experience. Thus Mauss calls it 'the 
precondition of consciousness and science', arguing thence to individu- 
alism as the form of modern social thought. 

There seems to be a confusion here, however, between the two forms 
of individualism, which Durkheim had picked out. On the one hand there 
is 'the individualism of Kant and Rousseau, that of the spiritualistes, that 



. . . [of] . . . the Declaration of the Rights of Man'.2 This had Durkheim's 
blessing and he looked to it as 'henceforth the only system of beliefs 
which can ensure the unity of the country'. On the other hand there was 
the 'egoistic cult of self' wished on us by 'the narrow utilitarianism and 
utilitarian egoism of Spencer and the economists'. If we were speaking of 
the moral form of modern social thought, I would be inclined to suggest 
that the honours were equally divided between them (excluding other 
contenders). But 'the precondition of consciousness and science' sounds 
more like a scientific form of modern social thought. In that case we 
should, I think, look to the epistemological origins of egoism. 

At any rate, despite Kant (and Fichte), English empiricists soldiered on 
with the mixture of enlightenment and despair bequeathed by Hume. They 
did not adopt a categorial self or deal in transcendental arguments. The 
Principle of the Association of Ideas continued to ground mental philos- 
ophy and scientific inference. Hopes were pinned on an empirical psy- 
chology to complete Hume's science of Man. These endeavours also drew 
on another kind of atomism, expressed by Hobbes and especially impor- 
tant for social and political thinking. The unit of analysis here was man, 
conceived as a self-interested, rational, essentially presocial animal. Ratio- 
nality lay in the shrewd calculation of individual advantage, with con- 
flicts of interest reconciled in principle through a notional social contract. 
Within this individualist framework, varieties in institutions were ac- 
counted for by variations in desires and in distributions of power, given 
the basic disadvantages of a state of nature. Themes from Hobbes and 
Hume came uneasily together in Utilitarianism, which offered both a moral 
science of economics and a scientific ethics of welfare. Utilitarianism is a 
complex and unstable total theory but it lent itself to popularisation. It 
summed up a view of human beings as Rational Economic Men, which 
is, I think, the form of Individualism with the greater claim to have influ- 
enced modern social theory. 

I do not suggest that individualism is a single or precise thesis. Broadly 
an individualist is, I suppose, anyone who gives analytical priority to 
single agents (or their states). The priority may be ontological, episte- 
mological or metaphysical; it may be ethical, political or social. A sys- 
tematic trawl for individualists nets a very mixed cran of fish, as Steven 
Lukes notes in his rich essay on the topic.3 But my business now is with 
social theory and here I take the typical modern individualism to be the 
one which we owe to nineteenth-century liberals and utilitarians. As a 
thesis about actual human behaviour it is a basic blend of economics and 
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psychology, well caught in F. Y. Edgeworth's dictum that 'the first prin- 
ciple of economics is that every agent is actuated by self-intere~t'.~ When 
we look for its origins, we find Hobbes and Hume, rather than Kant. - 

Hobbes and Hume differ over the concept of a person. Hume, as just 
noted, can find nothing but a bundle of perceptions from which to com- 
pose the self. Social theorists descended from him treat an agent as a set 
of ordered preferences, which action aims to satisfy. Those of Hobbesian 
persuasion add a presocial atom, whose preferences they are. Hobbes's 
atoms had a primary urge to self-preservation and are moved by a restless 
desire for power after power which ceaseth only in death. That is to build 
a conflict of interests into the foundations of social life and it generates 
the Hobbesian problem of order. No such conflict follows from Hume's 
account however - indeed he held that we have a natural sympathy for 
our fellows among our dispositions. Individualist social theory is heir to . 

both and that makes it hard to decide quite what concept of a person is 
involved in it. But these differences matter less for present purposes than 
the central point upon which they agree. For they agree in making the 
identity of a person independent of roles and social positions. 

On any such account the social system of positions and roles belongs 
among the externalities or parameters within which individuals decide 
and manoeuvre. Norms and rules provide standardised reasons for ac- 
tion by rational agents seeking to maximise satisfaction. Some norms 
will, no doubt, have been internalised, thus becoming a direct source of 
motives for action, since obedience then brings its own reward. Others - 
remain external and supply only legitimating reasons, in the sense of pub- 
lic justifications for doing what the agent wants to do  from other and 
private motives. But, even when internalised, roles remain secondary, since 
the currency of the model is the psychological coin of inner satisfaction 
and not obedience per se. In other words role-distance is built deep into 
the analysis of social action and role-playing is always instrumental, even 
when it is gratifying in itself rather than merely convenient. This is ex- 
plicit in Hobbes, where the individualist distinction of self from role is 
patent. It is implicit in Hume, where sentiment and not duty moves the 
individual. 

The upshot is to make social action hard, indeed impossible, to under- 
stand. Consider, for instance, Erving Goffman with his picture of actors 
as individuals, living on the seamy underside of society and working the 
system for their own ends. Their attitude to rules, norms and roles is 
(largely) instrumental and their real motives (usually) are the pursuit of 
perceived private advantage. The key to understanding what an actor is 
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up to in Goffman's scene is therefore to spot the man behind the mask; 
and the theoretical crux is whether there can be such a man. Goffman is 
oddly silent about the self. There are occasional remarks - 'A self is a 
repertoire of behaviour appropriate to a different set of ~ont in~encies '~ ;  
by 'personal identity' I mean the organic continuity imputed to each 
individual, this established through distinguishing marks such as name 
and appearance6; 'the self is the code that makes sense out of almost all 
the individual's activities and provides a basis for organising them'.7 But, 
as far as I know, he never explains what organises the repertoire, supplies 
continuity of motive or establishes the code. The Hobbesian answer would 
be that it is the actor himself, which is to make him an utterly mysterious 
we-know-not-what. The Humean answer would be that there is nothing 
beyond the repertoire or bundle of coded preferences, which is to lose 
the actor altogether. I am not sure which nasty horn of this dilemma 
Goffman would choose. 

The dilemma can be generalised. Individualism relies on a 'self' in each 
actor, which gives shape to his real motives and, in combination with 
others, accounts for the dynamics of a social system. Yet this self is 
threatened in two directions. If it reduces to a Humean bundle of pref- 
erences, which are then traced to socialisation and hence to the system 
itself, it vanishes into the system which it was meant to explain. If it is a 
Hobbesian core, so private and so much at a distance from its public, 
legitimating masks that the real man is impenetrable, it vanishes from 
scientific enquiry. The puzzle is how to avoid this two-way vanishing 
trick. What sort of self do we need? 

In hope of an answer, I revert to Greek tragedy, with its acute role- 
conflicts. When an actor is trapped in conflicting roles, the self is ex- 
posed. Examples are not so very common in everyday life, because of 
inbuilt orderings. For instance a mother, who must steal to feed her starv- 
ing children, is not thoroughly caught between roles of mother and law- 
abiding citizen, because her role as mother has a socially recognised priority. 
She is not being forced to choose between two roles which equally define 
her being. Greek tragedy, however, specialises in this ultimate kind of 
choice. Antigone's roles of sister and subject lay equal demands on her. 
Agamemnon has no appeal to socially recognised priorities in deciding 
whether to sacrifice his daughter to gain a fair wind for his fleet. Each 
must resolve not merely what to do but who to be. In trying to grasp this 
fusion of identity and role, we can hope to understand more about the 
category of self. 

It is tempting to suppose that the ethical fix occurs only because Greek 
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tragedy lacks an ego. The typical modern presumption is that there is a 
self distinct from both roles, who must choose between them. This pre- 
sumption, however, far from easing the dilemma, makes it impossible. 
Consider Sartre's ascription of Bad Faith to anyone who performs the 
duties of an office just because he holds the office. That suggests a con- 
trast between a person who shuffles off his responsibilities onto his roles 
and a person who makes choices which are authentically his own. But 
that is not how Sartre tackles moral dilemmas. For instance, his account 
of the problem facing a young man, who must decide after the fall of 
France in 1940 whether to stay with his mother or to join the French 
forces abroad, certainly insists that there is no hiding behind moral au- 
thorities. But the moral authorities are not just those of church or society. 
They are also those of independent conscience and inner feeling. So it is 
left utterly unclear what possible test of authenticity remains. There is no 
self en soi and pour soi to stand apart from all roles. 'In life a man com- 
mits himself, draws his own portrait, and there is nothing but that por- 
trait.'8 If this were what the category of self comes to, we would not have 
advanced beyond the Greeks at all. Telling Antigone to' choose authenti- 
cally, to be true to herself or to draw her own portrait would amount to 
saying that it matter not one whit what she does. Hence, it seems, there 
has to be a self to be true to, an inner being to sit for the portrait. 

But snags persist, when we ask further about' this inner being. So far 
we have tried two versions, neither appealing. In the Hobbesian she is to 
look to her self-preservation and in the Humean to the order of her pref- 
erences. Both try to convict her of a terrible confusion about the claims 
of duty and both make the confusion worse. The generic source is that 
both require a rational actor always to have a further reason for doing 
what office gives only a role-governed reason to do. This further reason 
is typically that conforming will be for her good. Here 'good', like 'util- 
ity', is to be defined neutrally so as not to prejudge the relation between 
prudence and'morality. In short, and with a similar caveat about neu- 
trality, she is to weigh the claims of role and any other considerations in 
the scales of expected utility. Can we straighten her out accordingly? 

The answer is surely No. But the grounds of it are less clear. It certainly 
would not do to suggest that she try weighing duty against utility, since 
the utility of burying her brother is not decidable independently of the 
role she adopts. For Antigone-as-sister it weighs heavy; for Antigone-as- 
subject it weighs less. But I posed the dilemma as one where utility held 
the scales. The trouble is that the metaphor cannot be cashed in, unless 
we can answer the question 'utility for whom'? That makes it plain, I 



think, that the self will need to be more than a schedule of preferences, 
since preferences now must be attached to something. If we attach them 
to Antigone in her different roles, we are back with the previous snag 
that they vary systematically with the role. So it might look a better idea 
to attach them to an atomic self. But, granted that her tragic choice is 
one which will define this blank self, nothing is achieved thereby. This 
ultimate self would not be applying a measure but creating one and that 
would leave us still stuck with my complaint about Sartre. Considera- 
tions of utility thus fail to be neutral and the addition of a pure self does 
nothing to help. If Antigone is to have any sort of assessable choice, we 
must work with what Sophocles provides. There is no missing piece. 

Pure self seems to me an illusion; but a plausible illusion when con- 
jured up against limiting cases at the other extreme. Durkheim says at 
the end of the Rules, 'Individual human natures are merely the indeter- 
minate material which the social factor moulds and stransforms'. The 
obvious retort is to postulate a pure self independent of the social factor. 
But there is no call for one, granted that even a structural role-theory 
need not make role-playing automatic. So a self robust enough not to be 
absorbed into the system need not be so pure that it vanishes into darkest 
privacy. This is the moral I want to draw from the conceptual frame of 
Greek tragedy. Antigone offers us implicitly a 'category' of self to secure 
a precarious space between social factor and inner world. 

Now we can turn to Kant, rather than to Hobbes and Hume. There is 
a social analogue of the task which Kant gives the self in securing a world 
of persisting, causally related objects amid a mass of experienced phe- 
nomena. Analogously the system of social positions and role-playing ac- 
tors is not given in experience. Each of us knows of it by understanding 
the interactions which we are caught up in. To understand, we must , 

bring concepts to bear, with the mind, as Kant says of understanding the 
physical world, acting not as a pupil but as a judge. The social analogue 
of reflective consciousness is intelligent agency. We identify the positions 
and roles of the social world by acting intelligently within them. Intelli- 
gence depends on continuity of the self, by analogy with the unity of the 
self required to weave phenomena into physical objects. For meaningful 
social phenomena, the apperception is that of a social agent. 

Antigone's actions are hers not because of the sameness of the private 
. 

will of the pure self behind them but because they are done by the same 
social actor. What actor is she? Who buried Polynices? The answer de- 
manded by the tragedy is that Kreon's royal niece did it, being the same 
person as Polynices' sister. It adds nothing to this answer to invoke a 
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pure self as a gloss on what is meant by 'same person'. That Antigone is 
the same social actor is both necessary and sufficient. 

We ascribe to actors both a personal and a social identity. The differ- 
ence seems at first great. Offhand my personal identity is unique and 
immutable - what makes me myself is peculiar to me and, without it, I 
would cease to exist - whereas my social identity is a general description, 
which others could exemplify. It seems that I could not have been born 
2,000 years ago, as that would have been someone else, but I could have 
been an engine driver and still be me. This is, however, only a trick of 
the example, which works because 2,000 years is a long time from now 
and an engine driver a short distance from a philosopher. Presumably I 
would have been the same person if conceived ten minutes earlier but not 
if brought up in contemporary New Guinea. Self is the unifying agency 
among my social actions and it can survive only mild dislocation in both 
time and social space. Just as a personal identity is not to be confused 
with personality, so social identity is not to be confused with social place- 
ment; for both there is a uniquenes9 

That much is consistent with the notion of a person in Greek tragedy, 
which therefore seems to me to have a category of self implicit in it. What 
then is modern? It is, I think, the idea that we construct our own social 
identity. Without Roman law and mediaeval Christianity, I doubt if the 
idea would have come to make sense. It needs notions of individual per- 
sona and private spiritual substance. With them behind us, we can pic- 
ture a social actor as an individual who paints his own social portrait, 
for whom there is nothing social but the portrait. Yet the idea still verges 
on the unintelligible. It comes easily to us, I suggest, only because we do 
not suppose that people construct all of their own personal identity. A 
substantia individua rationalis, to use the mediaeval Christian term, acts 
as anchor for our idea of personality as a variable, open to self-program- 
ming through aversive therapy, biorhythms, colonic irrigation, dianetics, 
encounter grohps and on through the alphabet to yoga and Zen. Some- 
thing similar but more social is also needed to anchor our choice of roles 
and of interpretations for the roles which we choose. This gives more 
scope for the construction of self than there is in Greek tragedy but a 
great deal less than individualism would have us believe. 

That is as far as I can take the topic, if there is to be a final comment 
on the tension between historical and analytic approaches. I shall make 
it h propos of J. S. La Fontaine's absorbing essay in this volume, in which 
she argues that 'social representations of society itself, and the nature of 
authority within society, give a characteristic form to  related notions of 
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the person'. She points to an undeniable variety of such social represen- 
tations and to some societies, like the Gahuku-Gama, where there is no 
concept of a 'person' at all. The analytical approach is thus convicted, if 
not of simple ignorance, then of parochialism. 'What has been over- 
looked in discussion of the Western notions is that they exist in the con- 
text of a particular concept of society as a whole: the idea of the nation 
state'. Without trying to doubt her anthropologist's eye and skill, I shall 
suggest that the true reckoning is more ambiguous. 

A historicist view certainly fares well, if it is built on a root distinction 
between the terms 'individual', referring to 'the moral human being, the , 

object of observation', and 'person', referring to 'concepts such as that 
of Tallensi which lend the object social significance'. That conveniently 
assigns individuals to nature and persons to society. But nothing per- 
suades me that this contrast between the natural and the social can do 
the work required of it. La Fontaine grants that the idea of office implies 
a distinction between the powers of an office and their exercise by indi- 
viduals. The sense of 'individual' here is, I submit, clearly social as much 
as natural. Also, if even an institutional role theory must allow the role- 
player a creative latitude, then no clear point is scored by the inability of 
the Gahuku-Gama to grasp the Western idea of friendship as a relation 
between two unique individuals. Conversely the Western idea of friend- 
ship is surely not of a relation between two unique objects of observation 
but of one between two persons who, prompted no doubt by liking, have 
chosen to temper their social relations with friendly regard on stage and 
off. Here 'off stage' is not the name of a purely natural arena, witness the 
personal rights and duties which friendship brings. It may well be true 
that some cultures allow more choice of relationships (as well as choice 
within relationships) than others. But this is not to say that some choices 
occur - or can be coherently conceived as occurring - outside all rela- 
tionships. The core idea seems to me to be that of personal agency and it 
cannot be expunged in certain cultures by drawing the line between so- 
cial and natural so as to make it optional. 

There is a risk here of confusing the question of what a person is with 
that of what various people take it to be. I have been arguing that, on the 
one hand, roles enable as well as constrain and that, on the other, pure 
self is an illusion. This is addressed to the question of what a person is. 
Since not everyone will agree, it is clearly possible, in one sense at least 
and as a matter of fact, to conceive of persons in other ways and anthro- 
pology is duly instructive on this score. But that is not to make the con- 
cept wholly variable. It forces at most a distinction between core and 



penumbra and a well-chosen core can be ambiguously policed forever by 
pointing out the hermeneutic options involved in mapping terms in one 
language onto those of another. There is no such thing as anthropology 
without presuppositions and the findings of anthropology cannot be di- 
rect support for the truth of what they presuppose. Although it is rash to 
confuse the two questions, it is equally a mistake to suppose them inde- 
pendent. For instance there are several concepts of a person to be found 
even among the authors of this volume. La Fontaine's own, presumably, 
is not identical with mine and, even within the context of the idea of the 
nation-state, current philosophy can supply many others. When tracking 
down the self, an anthropologist is bound to be a philosopher too. The 
hunt is affected by the hunter's idea of the truth. 

Analytically, I have suggested that social forms can never shape human 
beings completely, because social forms owe their own shape to the fact 
that human beings are social agents with ideas about social forms. I have 
denied, however, that persons are natural first and social afterwards. That 
still leaves plenty of elbow room and the moral I draw from Mauss is 
finally philosophical. It is that human beings have slowly been learning 
to express what has all along underlain their universal sense of self. The 
Pueblo expressed it by regarding himself both as a clansman absorbed 
into his clan and as identical with his own ancestor, the ancient Greek by 
recognising choice as an aspect of institutional role, the Roman by mak- 
ing a cognomen a source of personal rights, the mediaeval Christian by 
ascribing duties to the soul. We ourselves are inclined to make the self 
more private but, even so, we hold on to an idea of identity as what is 
expressed in relations with others. Each view contains an unresolved ten- 
sion and our own is no exception. Not all steps are forward. So I do not 
think it perverse to treat the dead as candidates for this year's prize in 
mental philosophy. I wish only that it was plainer to me how the prize 
should be awarded. 

Notes 
I would like to thank Steven Lukes for his helpful comments on the previous draft and 
Steven Collins, whose splendid essay in this volume I have read with great pleasure and 
profit. 1 have also learnt much from discussing the topic with Richard Gordon. 
1. 'Individualism and the Intellectuals', which can be found translated by S. and J. Lukes 
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An alternative social history of the self 

Michael Carrithers 

In his essay Mauss argues that the history of the notion of person can be 
told as a single narrative, beginning with the role (personnage) played in 
a putative primeval society and ending with the modern, self who is also 
the citizen of an as yet imperfectly realized social democratic state. 

Much of the persuasiveness of this dazzling piece lies in the strategy of 
argument. Mauss maintains at the outset that he will consider in this 
narrative history only social and legal history. He will not refer to what 
he admits is a universal fact, "that there has never existed a human being 
who has not been aware not only of his body, but also of his individual- 
ity, both spiritual and physical". He will even "leave aside everything 
which relates to the 'self' (moi), the conscious personality as such". This 
seems at first an innocent expression of scholarly caution, especially since 
Mauss is addressing an audience of social anthropologists, not of psy- 
chologists or philosophers who might consider the conscious personality 
as their preserve. Mauss seems in these opening moves to commit himself 
to discuss only legal, social, or political matters, not the psychic or the 
philosophical. 

But gradually, by slow degrees and on first reading imperceptibly, Mauss 
re-introduces the self, le moi, into the narrative as he edges nearer the 
modern West. It first re-appears, heavily bracketed by inverted commas,. 
when his story reaches 1n-dia. Then it turns up again disguised as Chris- 
tian notions of the soul, which are gradually transmuted into modern 
psychological ideas. Finally it is placed in apposition to the person - "la 
personne, le moi" - as if for the modern West they are the same thing. 
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Indeed Mauss asserts that now "the person = self, [and] the self = con- 
sciousness". This person-cum-self is "natural, clearly determined in the 
depths of his consciousness". So at least for the modern West Mauss does 
in fact speak of the psychic and the philosophical, of the conscious per- 
sonality, of the sense of mental and physical individuality. 

This argument - or rather narrative, for that is in fact what it is - has 
the effect of a magical trick, for what had seemed to disappear com- 
pletely at first reappears, and in fact turns out to be the object of the 
whole act. What we nai'vely take to be a psychic, or inner, or spiritual, 
or at least a natural matter, our notion of our self, is revealed by Mauss 
to be something else altogether, a product of social history and a matter 
wholly explicable through sociological exegesis. Mauss had seemed to 
set the self aside only to retrieve and explain it triumphantly at the end. 
To  trespass upon the preserves of psychology and philosophy was one of 
the fondest pursuits of the Annke Sociologique, but perhaps nowhere in 
the works of that school was it done with such amiable cunning as here. 

There is, I think, a great deal of lasting value in Mauss's recounting of 
history from his viewpoint, but there is also a good deal which is now 
difficult to accept. What I want to suggest here is that Mauss rendered as 
a single story what is in fact a complex plot, made up of at least two 
different and distinguishable subject matters, one of which, the story of 
the self or moi, Mauss systematically distorted or ignored. 

Precisely because they are words so important to us, "person" and 
"self" are vexing and confusing, so I will introduce two terms of art to 
replace them. In what follows personne will mean the subject of the nar- 
rative which Mauss tells most convincingly, that of the social and legal 
history of the conception of the individual in respect of society as a whole. 
The personne, that is, is a conception of the individual human being as a 
member of a (1) significant and (2) ordered collectivity. That at any rate 
is what Mauss seems to mean when he speaks of the person or role in the 
putative primitive society, and similarly when he speaks of the person as 
a citizen in a modern state such as France. To  say that this collectivity is 
significant is to say that the power it wields over the individual human 
being subject to it is not trivial, but vitally affects the formation and 
exercise of the individual's aims. To say that this collectivity is ordered is 
to say that it has a specific form which bears a clear relationship to the 
conception of the personne that goes with it. In the ideal primitive soci- 
ety, for example, the order is that of kinship o r  clan membership, and the 
personne found in that society is one determined by kinship or clan mem- 
bership. The personne in democratic France, on the other hand, is a citi- 



Zen, and the conception of citizenship is determined by the ordered form 
of the whole, namely democracy and its attendant institutions. That the 
personne has a social and legal history is no surprise, for social and legal 
history are precisely what make any particular example of the personne 
itself and nothing else. 

What is not necessary for the term personne as I use it is the assump- 
tion that the collectivity to which it relates is simply given and unprob- 
lematical, or that the relationship between an individual human being 
and the collectivity which bestows a form of the personne is straightfor- 
ward. An individual human being may be subjected to an alien notion of 
the personne, as are black South Africans. Or an individual might find 
himself part of different collectivities, for example, a German of the early 
nineteenth century might have found himself to be a citizen of a small 
principality, a member of the Catholic Church, and a member of some 
notionally powerful German nation. The political community to which 
one belongs may not be one's moral or religious community. (It is just 
the Durkheimian assumption that societies are bounded and harmoni- 
ously organized wholes without internal conflict or contradiction that 
vitiates much of the Annbe's work.) 

The other term of art is moi, defined as a conception of (1) the physical 
and mental individuality of human beings within (2) a natural or spiritual 
cosmos, and (3) interacting with each other as moral agents. The Chris- 
tian notion of the soul, which includes the soul's relation to the body, to 
the overarching spiritual universe, and to other souls, is just such a con- 
ception, as is the Freudian notion of the psychophysical complex in re- 
lation to the biological world and the family. These ideas of the rnoi have, 
no doubt, a social history, in that the circumstances of society in which 
a certain rnoi conception comes into being influence the form which the 
rnoi conception might take. For example, the psyche, the "soul" of which 
Socrates spoke, was quite different from related concepts in the heroic 
Homeric Greece of some centuries before, and the difference seems roughly 
compatible with profound changes in the social order. Indeed just be- 
cause conceptions of the rnoi include a view of morality, of how psycho- 
physical individuals ought to interact face to face, some decisive influence 
from circumambient social forms of life is inevitable. 

But a view of how individual human beings should interact face to face 
is not necessarily the same as a view of how they should act in respect of 
a significant collectivity. An individual who was both a Christian and a 
German citizen in Nazi Germany would potentially have found his rnoi 
conceptions, his ideas of himself and what he owed other selves, and his 
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notion of his personne, his obligations within the German state, deeply 
at odds. Nor do theories of the moi have only a social history. They also 
have an intellectual history which is irreducible to social history. It would 
be impossible to show, for example, that Socrates' idea of the psyche is 
merely a reflection of Athenian society when he lived. So any narrative 
of the development of different versions of the mot' must include a rela- 
tively autonomous intellectual component. Also, since the physical and 
mental individuality of human beings is partly subject to the natural world, 
such an intellectual history might well include empirical observations of, 
for example, a medical sort. 

In what follows I will be concerned to disentangle a narrative history 
of the rnoi from that of the personne. On the one hand this involves 
showing why and how Mauss blended them into one and gave prece- 
dence to the personne. On the other it involves showing that views of the 
rnoi have the same relatively wide distribution and relative autonomy 
that views of the personne enjoy. 

To make this last point I will use Mauss's own strategy. He showed, 
for example, how the use of masks on the Northwest Coast of America 
is for his purposes similar to the use of masks in ancient Rome. I will 
argue analogously that a conception of the rnoi current in nineteenth- 
and twentieth-century Germany is essentially similar to views of the rnoi 
held in India in the fifth century B.C. Indeed I will be able to go further 
and show that the ancient Indian views could be, and have been, faith- 
fully and easily translated into a modern European idiom. The ease and 
fidelity of this translation certify that moi views share among them some 
profound features which attest to a more than accidental resemblance 
between widely separated manifestations. 

Once this is clear it will be possible to turn to Mauss's own ideas of 
psychophysical individuality in their relation to the collectivity to show 
its weaknesses in detail. And finally I will convey some notion of how 
rnoi theories relate to personne theories, using the ancient Indian mate- 
rial. 

It is important to bear in mind that the two narratives, of the moi and 
the personne, concern ideas or notions. The mortal Socrates' own pre- 
sumed self is not in question, but his idea of the rnoi is. The detailed 
legal, social, and political persons of Cicero and his Roman contempor- 
aries are not at issue, but their notion of the personne is. It will be implicit 
in the argument, however, that these ideas are not detached from life, but 
are embodied not only in texts but also in the actions and practices of 
those who hold them. 



23 8 M. Carrithers 

It would be ~ossible to trace something suggestive of the moi, or the 
personne, in any society. But here I am concerned only with the most 
clear-cut cases of both. 

II 
Mauss wished to explain both the moi and the personne by reference to 
what might fairly be set in the upper case as Society. The foundations of 
this idea are old and complex, but it certainly reflects two important lines 
of thought in eighteenth- and especially nineteenth-century France. One 
is the visionary elevation of the collectivity and collective purposes over 
the individual and individual purposes. The positive side of this appeared 
in what have been called the "social religions" of France', the investing 
of religious fervour in the collectivity; while the negative side is reflected 
in the coinage of the word "individualism" as a pejorative designation of 
socially destructive self-intere~t.~ So moral value is laid on the collective, 
not on the individual. 

The second visionary strain is that of the cult of scienceY3 under which 
social science took its place. Here, especially in the teachings of Comte, 
the view is represented that the collective is what is real, what is really to 
be studied, what really explains matters in the human world.4 So cogni- 
tive value is laid upon the collective, not the individual. 

Durkheim, Mauss's teacher, combined these visionary views with clar- 
ity and decisiveness, and took them one step further. For he wished to 
argue not only that the collectivity and its forms explain the forms of 
human life, and that it should do so, but also that the collectivity can be 
used to explain the forms of intellectual life. Thus he wrote of the cate- 
gories, those basic parameters of thought which for him include space 
and time, the whole and the parts, as well as the personne, that they 
possess "a special sort of moral necessity which is to the intellectual life 
what moral obligation is to the will".* So an argument that a certain 
matter, let u s  say the intellectual equipment of a Zufii Indian, can be 
explained by reference to the forms of Zufii society is buttressed by the 
attitude that individuals should, in this way, be subject to the imperatives 
of the collectivity. And an argument that such an individual's attitudes 
ought to be subjected to collectivist values is buttressed by the reflection 
that they are already formed by the influence of the collectivity. Every- 
where one turns in human affairs one finds the design and the purpose of 
the collectivity at work. 

Durkheim added to this view another visionary conviction, that of the 
inevitable progress of mankind, and therewith produced some striking 
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arguments which, though their premises have faded away, are still very 
much with us. One such argument, which lies in the immediate back- 
ground to Mauss's essay on the person, was presented in 1898 to defend 
the Dreyfusard cause of individual liberty against the authoritarian anti- 
Dre~fusards. One might have thought that Durkheim's attitude to the 
collectivity would lead him to side with the authoritarians, but for very 
good reasons he stood on the liberal side, the side of the inalienable rights 
of the individual. One hidden premise of his case is an uncompromisingly 
collectivist one: religion began as nothing but society worshipping itself. 
This of course is Durkheim's reading of putative primitive religion, but 
the form of the explanation is extended to all cases. A second assumption 
is that modern society is moving toward a desirable recognition of all 
human beings' nature as human individuals, a consummation brought 
about by the complexity of modern society: what binds men together 
among centrifugal social forces is the one thing they indisputably share, 
their nature as human individuals. Therefore we are moving toward a 
new kind of sacredness, the sacredness of the human individual, "a reli- 
gion of which man is, at the same time, believer and God".6 This logic is 
carried by the convenient coincidence that the word "man" (l'homme) 
can refer both to an individual example or to the collectivity. If one sep- 
arates the senses, the dictum loses its persuasiveness. 

Nevertheless this argument was a rehearsal for Mauss's arguments forty 
years later, and the convictions which pin together Mauss's narrative are 
precisely the ones which lead Durkheim to his deceptive conclusion. On 
the surface one witnesses that the individual is lent decisive value, but 
underneath the real value and the real determining power lies with the 
collectivity; so all mois are personnes. 

One sees how Mauss was able to read the last few centuries of Western 
thought as he did. Licensed by Durkheim's reading of religion as a secu- 
lar affair of the collectivity, he could treat Fichte, Kant, Leibniz, and the 
Protestant thinkers as having contributed, quite despite their own best 
efforts, to the development of the personne. Mauss even uses one of Dur- 
kheim's favourite tactics, that of declaring what he finds distasteful to be 
socially pathological or aberrant. Thus Mauss finds that Spinoza has the 
"soundest" view of ethics and that the fin de sieZle "culte du moi" is an 
"aberration". There is a good deal of Durkheim's visionary opinion and 
visionary methods even in Mauss's gentler presentation. 

That an opinion is visionary and badly argued does not make it wrong. 
But there are a number of assumptions here which are now very difficult 
to share. The faith in evolutionary progress in both Durkheim and Mauss 



is now singularly unconvincing. Nor does it seem at all likely, in view of 
the sheer breadth of Western thought in the last few centuries, that Mauss's 
reading of it should be especially privileged. There have been others which 
cast quite a different light upon Western conceptions of the rnoi and the 
personne. 

111 
Another reading of Western history was Anton Gueth's, of whom I have 
written at length elsewhere.' Gueth was a well-educated German Cath- 
olic, a slightly younger contemporary of Mauss. His reading and the in- 
fluences upon him could not, however, have been more different, nor 
could his conclusions, for he decided in 1905 to go to the East to become 
a Buddhist monk. He was thereafter known as Nyanatiloka, and the bulk 
of his published work consists of superb translations and exegesis of 
TheravHda Buddhist texts. Gueth did however leave us a quite clear idea 
of the sources of his inspiration in the West, and those sources deal al- 
most exclusively, not with the personne as part of a collectivity, but with 
various views of the moi, the psychophysical individual in respect of a 
spiritual natural order. Indeed Gueth's own reading was roughly chro- 
nological, so that he began with Christian views of the moi and moved 
on toward more secular views and toward scientific views which were 
current at the end of the nineteenth century. In seeing how Gueth's own 
thought changed toward the characteristic moi views of Mauss's and our 
own times, we see a more general movement in thought. It may seem 
peculiar that Gueth followed this by becoming a Buddhist. But in fact the 
Buddhism which he discovered was by no means the mystic, hazy, oth- 
erworldly affair which perhaps hovers in the minds of many in the West. 
It was far closer to those secular and scientific views which were Gueth's 
springboard to the East. 

Gueth was familiar with Greek ideas of the moi, but he really began 
with Christian ideas as they were expressed in Thomas A Kernpis's Imi- 
tatio Christi. This text contains everything that I have characterized as a 
complete conception of the moi. The emphasis lies upon the psychophys- 
ical individual, and in particular upon how the individual Christian might 
make his own body and mind or soul conform to that exemplary body 
and soul, Christ's. Hence a good deal of the text is concerned with how 
to understand and how to discipline oneself inwardly. It is assumed that 
reality and responsibility lie here, and not with some collectivity, whether 
church or state. Arrayed around this central concern, then, are the other 
usual rnoi concerns. A good deal of the self-understanding and self-dis- 



cipline is to be directed (implicitly) toward achieving a good moral rela- 
tionship with other individuals. And the spiritual development of the in- 
dividual takes place in the Christian spiritual universe with the Trinity, 
and especially Christ, a t  the head. 

There are properties associated with the Imitatio Christi which are 
difficult to assimilate to Mauss's scheme. True, the idea of the inward 
spiritual individual lent weight to the estimate of value placed on what, 
in Mauss's account, was ultimately to be the citizen of a democratic state. 
But on the other hand such an inward emphasis seems to fit historically, 
not with Mauss's and Durkheim's conception of the collectivity, but with 
small-scale, face-to-face societies, monasteries or prayer groups. The de- 
votio moderna movement, of which the Imitatio Christi was an expres- 
sion, formed itself into small communities of laymen and religious, and 
in that respect was a not-too-distant forerunner of later small-scale Prot- 
estant movements: not Calvin's commonwealth, but small churches and 
small groups of the elect. This stream of Protestantism leads on, not to 
thought about citizenship in the state, but to what was later called civil 
disobedience, to an emphasis on the individual and his conscience in the 
face of the collectivity. 

Gueth was also deeply influenced by later moi theories, those of the 
late eighteenth century in Germany. One kind of moi theory was repre- 
sented in, and partly created by, Goethe. Though this theory evidently 
has roots in the Christian version, it has already begun to move away 
from it. It is, wrote Erich Trunz, "a picture of man finding within himself 
the way to the Absolute. . . . The more a man listens to his deepest self, 
the more surely he finds himself directed to the God above us, finds him- 
self associated in his dependence with the earth beneath us and allied 
morally with his fellows. Reverence for oneself is reverence for the God 
in us and the mystery of life".' Here we find the same single-minded 
emphasis upon the self and its inner workings, and the connection of one 
self with other selves, but the Christian spiritual order is giving way to a 
pagan and increasingly, a natural order. 

As the natural order came more into the foreground the question of 
the relationship of the mind and body, of the composition of the moi, 
gained importance. At this time, the end of the eighteenth and beginning 
of the nineteenth century, empirical observation began to creep into moi 
theories. In particular, philosophers and physicians began to treat as se- 
rious and important problems the effect of physical disorders on the mind, 
and of psychic distress upon the body.9 

Drawing evidence from a number of witnesses - Goethe and Herder, 
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Schleiermacher and Cabanis, Lavater and Wilhelm von Humboldt - one 
might compose the following picture of the rnoi at the beginning of the 
nineteenth century: it is deep, and therefore mysterious; but it is investig- 
able, and to an extent malleable; it is the microscope through which the 
cosmos is seen; it is the living core around which society is built, princi- 
pally through face-to-face relations; and it is embodied, and therefore 
bound to the vast organic world. The centre of this thought lies squarely 
in cosmopolitan bourgeois Germany, with its small states and conse- 
quent vision of the world as a greater place than that encompassed by 
any political entity, any one significant collectivity. Certainly these think- 
ers would not have been inclined to believe that morality is imposed from 
above, by the collectivity, as Durkheim and Mauss assumed. (But their 
experience, of course, was of one of the most entrenched nation-states, 
France.) Nor would the German thinkers have been inclined to identify 
the legal person or the citizen, the personne, with the self, the moi. 

On this evidence we can speak of rnoi theories emphasizing one area 
of philosophical interest and value, that of the psychophysical individual, 
but as being attended by two consequent concerns, the form of the ov- 
erarching cosmos in which the rnoi exists, and the relationship of the rnoi 
as moral agent to others like itself. As we follow Gueth's reading to sources 
later in the nineteenth century and to those figures who influenced him 
most directly, we can see how these areas of concern slowly took on 
different shapes. 

One profound influence on Gueth was Ernst, Freiherr von Feuchtersle- 
ben, a medical writer and popular moralist. He wrote the Medical Psy- 
chology of 1845,1° a series of lectures given at Vienna where he was dean 
of the faculty of medicine, and the popular work, Dietetics of the Soul, 
published in 1838.11 Feuchtersleben now languishes in obscurity, but his 
medical book was the first of its. kind, "an altogether new departure in 
psychiatric writing with its orderly and digested collection of facts and 
theories historical and contemporary, grouped within a balanced overall 
view of the aims, principles, and scope of the subject".12 His work of 
popular moralizing was tremendously popular and was reprinted contin- 
ually throughout the nineteenth century. 

As a moralist he represented, I suppose, that nineteenth-century "reli- 
gion of healthymindedness" described by William James. In the Dietetics 
of the Soul, Feuchtersleben begins from an already conventional rnoi the- 
ory, quoting Herder: "each individual bears within him in his bodily 
form and mental capacity that symmetry which he is ultimately to attain 
through self-de~elo~ment".'~ Here we see achievement and morality 



An alternative social history of the self 243 

growing organically out of the inner self through that quintessentially 
German process, Selbstbildung, self-cultivation or self-development. This 
now leads on to what is becoming a creed, that "the happiness or misery 
of the individual depends on the deeply marked impressions or concep- 
tions of his own mind".14 And this in turn is necessarily (if somewhat 
vaguely) connected to morality: "self-government is the great and eternal 
law which life, duty, and mental dietetics enjoin upon man. . . . "" But 
while a morality growing from within is enjoined, society as such is a 
"net of fal~ehood",'~ distracting us from these pursuits. 

More interesting, however, are Feuchtersleben's medical philosophical 
views as propounded in his Medical Psychology. Man, he asserts, is the 
union of the natural world and the spiritual, and it is clear from the 
context that he means by "natural" something very like that world of 
material, force, and pattern, obeying its own rules and investigable by 
scientific methods, which we envision today. By "spiritual" he means 
something as yet mysterious but evidenced in its corporeal effects. He 
maintains a resolute scepticism in the face of German metaphysics. He is 
unable and unwilling to offer any further view of the mind-body rela- 
tionship, but he does look optimistically to animal magnetism, phrenol- 
ogy, and physiognomy for some eventual evidence, however fragmen- 
tary, on the matter. 

Perhaps most revealing is one remark that Feuchtersleben passes about 
the mind and body, that "all attempts to deduce them from one principle 
(except the Deity) have failed"." From the Dietetics it is clear that the 
parenthetical remark is not really much felt by Feuchtersleben, and is 
probably there to protect him from Catholic sentiment in imperial Vi- 
enna. But without the Christian cosmological content the spiritual and/or 
natural world in which the moi exists is puzzling, as is the composition 
of the psychophysical individual itself. Out of this puzzle were to grow 
various naturalistic solutions which bear directly upon Gueth's later ca- 
reer and upon the thought of many of his contemporaries. 

Another great influence upon Gueth was Schopenhauer. Schopenhauer 
certainly emphasized the psychophysical individual as the chief area of 
philosophical concern, a site of interest and difficulty both morally and 
intellectually. Much of his argument is drawn from writers who would 
now be recognised as the forerunners of psychology, neurology, and psy- 
chiatry. In one extended figure he likens consciousness to a plant. The 
root is the will, the force behind the organic and inorganic worlds. The 
corona, the part of the plant above ground, is the intellect. The rhizome, 
where they meet, "would be the I, which as their common extreme point, 



belongs to both".'* The morality of this I, this moi, is a morality of as- 
ceticism and compassion embodied in the selflessness of the saint, and in 
that sense, like other moi-related moralities, it is not conceived as being - 
imposed by the collectivity. 

indeed ~cho~enhauer  expressed the precedence of the individual over 
the collectivity in an especially striking way. 

In regard to knowledge of the true nature of mankind, I must concede a 
greater value to biographies, and particularly to autobiographies, than to 
history proper. . . . In history proper, it is not so much men that act as 
nations and armies, and the individuals who do appear seem to be so far 
off, surrounded by such pomp and circumstance, clothed in the stiff robes 
of state, or in heavy and inflexible armour, that it is really very difficult to 
discern human movement through it all. On the other hand, the truly de- 
picted life of the individual in a narrow sphere shows the conduct of men 
in all its nuances and forms. . . . It is auite immaterial whether the obiects 
on which the historical action hinges are, relatively speaking, farmhouses 
or kingdoms. For all these things are without significance in them- 
selves. . . .I9 

It would be difficult to find a view more opposed to Durkheim's collec- 
tivism. 

Finally, Gueth read the works of Edward von Hartmann, a philoso- 
pher of the later nineteenth century who added scientific and Darwinian 
views and vocabulary to Schopenhauer's metaphysics. For our purposes 
he added little to the currents already at work except a more naturalistic 
vision, the subjection of the moi to causal explanation drawn from, or at 
least inspired by, scientific explanation. 

With von Hartmann we reach the world of Gueth himself, and of his 
contemporaries. One of his contemporaries was Sigmund Freud: not, that 
is, the legendary Freud, the solitary genius of psychoanalytic myth, but 
the revised Freud who has been shown to have exemplified his age and 
to have founded his teachings in those of his  predecessor^.^^ Freud's 
achievement must now be seen as having lain in his discovery - however 
credible that may now be in its details - of a single structure, a single 
causal description, of the individual mind in the individual body, an- 
swering as it were the puzzlement of Feuchtersleben in the previous cen- 
tury. This explanation was patterned on biology, for all that it has been 
represented as a new ~reation.~' And of course von Hartmann and Scho- 
penhauer, no less than the medical psychologists and biologists, are known 
to have exerted a decisive influence on Freud. 

That Freud's version of the moi met with acceptance is explained partly 
by Bruner as the 



readiness of the Western world to accept a naturalistic explanation of or- 
ganic phenomena and, concurrently, to be readier for such explanations in 
the mental sphere. There had been at least four centuries of uninterrupted 
scientific progress, recently capped by a theory of evolution that brought 
man into continuity with the rest of the animal kingdomz2 

The other component of Freud's plausibility is of course the conviction 
that it is within the psychophysical individual that the search for impor- 
tant truths should be undertaken. 

Another such contemporary writer who combined a concern with the 
moi and naturalistic explanation was William James, the philosopher and 
psychologist. In this company the Buddhist Gueth may seem incon- 
gruous, but in fact his version of Buddhism spoke directly to the same 
preoccupations which moved Freud and James. Buddhism is certainly a 
moi theory, focussing on the psychophysical individual and relating it to 
both a morality and a cosmic order. (I hasten to add that Buddhists do 
not believe this moi to be eternal or anything of the sort. It is not a soul, 
nor is it some Self with an upper-case S.) And Buddhism calls itself a 
hetuphalaviida, a teaching of causes and effects, conceived in a natural- 
istic way. 

In his first publication after he became the monk Nyanatiloka, Gueth 
describes this na'turalistic view of the psychophysical individual, embod- 
ied in the principle of dependent co-origination (paticca samuppZda), 
which goes something like this: the mechanism of both our attention and 
our habitual action leads to suffering. Though suffering is created by a 
complex interaction of various factors, at base it is founded on a deep 
propensity to craving, which leads us here and there mentally and phys- 
ically, without our finding any lasting satisfaction. The habit of craving, 
moreover, is such that it reproduces itself, creating further mental states 
of craving. And not only that - craving also works within an overarching 
cosmic scheme of transmigration, death and rebirth, to create a further 
psychophysical individual after the death of the present one, so in that 
sense craving is seen to be the explanation not only of the nature and 
form of the mind but also, historically, of the body. This last of course 
seems to us least scientific, but the sort of explanation made of it is, in 
the fineness of its detail, still quite naturalistic. 

This is how Nyanatiloka - as he must now be called - saw it: 

The (law of dependent co-origination) is the teaching of the strict con- 
formity to law of everything that happens, whether in the realm of the 
physical or the psychical. It shows how the totality of phenomena, physical 
and mental, the entire phenomenal world, that depends wholly on the six 
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senses, together with all suffering. . . is not the mere play of blind chance, 
but instead has an arising and an existence that are conditioned, that are 
dependent on pre-existing conditions. . . .23 

The naturalistic vocabulary of this Nyanatiloka may owe to von Hart- 
mann. But the point is that "the entire phenomenal world" here is that 
of the psychophysical individual, quite in keeping with Nyanatiloka's 
intellectual forebears and with the discourse on the moi which had come 
into being by the turn of the century. Aside from the exotic touch of the 
six senses, which include the mind as a sense, this could be a characteri- 
zation of some relatively modern psychology or version of psychoanaly- 
sis. 

So Nyanatilokays version of Buddhism is, from one point of view, part 
of a recent chapter in the Western history of the moi. Though on the 
surface there are tremendous differences between such thinkers as Freud, 
James, and Nyanatiloka, beneath the surface they share what might be 
called a structure of plausibility, a similar set of preoccupations and sim- 

I 

ilar views of what answers those preoccupations. 
From another point of view, however, Nyanatiloka's is a careful and 

meticulously orthodox rendering into a European language and a Euro- 
pean idiom of Buddhist thought. It is the idiom used by the most ortho- 
dox missionaries from Sri Lanka or Burma today. And in that respect his 
translation points not only to the Europe of the twentieth century, but to 
present-day Asia and indeed to the India of the fifth century B.C. when 
the Buddha propounded his views. This underlying structure of plausi- 
bility is by no means a parochial European obsession, but a far more 
widely distributed way of seeing. Mauss traced his personne through all 
continents and all ages. The same might be done for conceptions of the 
moi. 

, 

IV 
Mauss himself had more to say about the psychophysical individual, 
however, than he revealed in the essay on the person, and he summarised I 

his views by assigning some tasks to psychology and others to sociology. 
To psychology he assigned the explanation of two kinds of facts. First, it 1 
would explain purely psychoneurological phenomena. And second, it 
would show in detail how the collectivity exerted its force directly on the 
physiological individual through collective representations and through 
collectively determined habitual behaviour. He had, in other words, al- I 
ready prejudged a great deal. 

In this matter of the direct effect of the collectivity upon the body of 
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the individual there are certainly traces of that late nineteenth-century 
idea of the group mind, which, however, Mauss does not mention. For 
him the paradigm case seems to be rhythm, in which a group submerges 
the individual in itself. Addressing an audience of psychologists he spoke 
of rhythm's "obsessive character", of "the way it pursues those it has 
impre~sed" .~~  He considered rhythm "the direct union of the sociological 
and the physiol~gical".~~ And he went on to assert of both rhythm and 
collective symbols that "the general psychological fact appears so very 
distinctly because it is social; it is common to all those participating, and 
because it is common it is stripped of all its individual variants. In social 
facts you have a kind of natural laboratory experiment, abolishing the 
harmonics and, so to speak, leaving only the pure sound".26 Mauss was 
even willing to speak of sociology as "collective psychology".27 This was, 
however, no concession to psychology. For he still insisted that chief moral 
and explanatory value be awarded to the wholly englobing collectivity. 
The individual in his idiosyncracy is accidental to the real phenomenon, 
"the pure sound", the statistical individual as an instance, a refraction, 
of the collective. 

Mauss is not entirely one-sided in this judgement, however. He also 
wrote that ". . . whatever the suggestive power of the collectivity, it al- 
ways leaves the individual a sanctuary, his consciousness. . . ".28 But even 
this is tempered by the remark that "it seems that between the social and 
the corporeal the layer of individual consciousness is very thin. . . ".29 

The overwhelming impression left by the bulk of his writings is that in 
human affairs a collectively transmitted and collectively received im- 
pulse, whether a symbol or a drumbeat, is directly transformed into the 
action of the individual. 

But if we really take this to mean that collective representations or 
collective values are translated directly into action, such an idea is open 
to many objections. Insofar as collective representations do involve val- 
ues - fraternal solidarity, say, or social justice - their translation into 
action by individuals is anything but straightforward. There is a great 
deal about human beings as mental and physical individuals - their fear 
of mortality, their conflicting desires, their simultaneous adherence to 
contradictory values - which resists or prevents such translation. Indeed, 
as Louis Dumont has pointed out on several occasions, what constitutes 
values as values, to be sought after and emulated, is the very fact that 
they are not automatically observed. Indeed, as Martin Hollis has argued 
in this volume, individuals as social actors must be considered to be sep- 
arate from their social roles - their place in the collectivity - for other- 



wise it would be impossible to explain a good deal of human behaviour 
in circumstances of conflicting values. On these grounds it is impossible 
to wholly divorce our thought about the individual in social life from 
considerations of the "conscious personality" or the "spiritual and phys- 
ical individuality", which Mauss at first set out to do in his essay on the 
person. 

Mauss himself was aware of this. He wrote, as concerns "the civilized 
man of the higher castes of our civilizations and of a small number of 
other, earlier ones, oriental ones or backward ones", the following: "his 
intelligence, the will that follows from it, the postponement he imposes 
on the expression of his emotions, the way he dominates the latter, his 
critical faculty . . . prevent him from ever abandoning all his conscious- 
ness to the violent impulses of the moment".30 This civilised man, in fact, 
acts "thanks to his education, to his concepts, to his deliberate choices". 
Part of the grounds on which such people act, to be sure, can be con- 
sidered to be legal, and to that extent are part of the history of the per- 
sonne. But this does not exhaust the systematic and culturally received 
systems for deliberate action. For there are also moral systems, views of 
the moi - Stoicism, Christianity, Buddhism - which are by no means 
legal, which recommend deliberate action, and which are not simply to 
be thought of in terms of collective representations weighing directly on 
the individual. 

These moi-oriented moral systems are substantially different from the 
sort of collectively organised and collectively impressed representations 
which Mauss derives from his ideal type of the primitive society. For they 
have begun, not from an image of man in the primeval ritual dance, but 
from images of human beings alone: communing with Nature for the 
German Romantics, acting according to his own intrinsic human nature 
for the Stoics, meditating in the forest for Theravida Buddhists, strug- 
gling in one's room in prayer for Protestant Christians. These certainly 
have their own social history. They have certainly produced Dionysian 
cults of subjection to the collective as well as the Apollonian moral con- 
straint they overtly prescribe. They by no means lead us to reject the 
collectively conceived legal and political history of the personne which 
Mauss desiderates. But they do have their own development, their own 
logic, and their own relative autonomy. Insofar as they expressly set out 
some reflective and argued view of human mental and physical individ- 
uality, of how the individual should act, these systems cannot be con- 
sidered apart from that individuality, as Mauss attempted to do. We must 
add the moi of these moral systems to Mauss's personne to render a 



picture more fully representative of our notions of the human being, and 
more truly faithful to the complexity of human experience. 

v 
How do the history of personne theories and the history of rnoi theories 
relate to each other? It is only by answering this question that we can 
gain a decisive understanding of why and how the two kinds of theory 
differ. 

We must first be clear that neither of the two histories can now be 
thought of as a grand procession through history, after the fashion of 
Mauss's essay. We must think more of distinct episodes moving toward 
no very clear conclusion. One generalisation that might nevertheless be 
made is this: as concerns both rnoi and personne theories, there are those 
found in complex societies which simply could not be characteristic of a 
simple society. In the case of rnoi theories, for example, it seems incon- 
ceivable that the sort of abstracted and systematised views of Buddhism 
or Stoicism would be found among the Dinka, about whom Godfrey 
Lienhardt has written in this volume, There is at least one very good 
reason for this: the Dinka just do not have the full-time specialists who 
might devote themselves, generation after generation, to posing and an- 
swering increasingly subtle questions about such matters. Another gen- 
eral pattern seems to be that, once a relatively abstract version of the rnoi 
is devised, it is not easily lost. Like those other inventions, money and 
writing, such conceptions have great longevity. But beyond this general 
grain in the the episodes, a movement from simple societies to complex 
ones - and I have considered only cases from the latter so far - it is 
difficult to discern any very credible pattern. 

There are two ways in which rnoi and personne views relate to each 
other. First, they influence each other. Mauss, for example, was able to 
argue that Stoic and Christian views of the rnoi influenced conceptions 
of the personne. We could in turn point out that legal notions of the 
Roman persona or the citizen contributed to the moral and psychological 
conception of the rnoi in Latin Stoicism and Latin Christianity. One could 
furthermore judge, in each episode, the relative weight of the rnoi and 
the personne. We might judge, for example, that however much Stoicism 
gave to the history of the personne, its main emphasis was on the moi. 

And second, the two episodic histories relate to each other compara- 
tively. For example, once we have accepted that the Classical world made 
great steps toward creating and defining the personne, and that India did 
the same for the moi, we must go on to give some account of why and 
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how these two episodes differ from each other. That is perhaps the grandest 
sort of question to which we could hope to give a more or less cogent 
answer. And it is to that question I will address myself. How did ancient 
India and the Classical world differ, that they made such different and in 
some ways opposed contributions to the stock of human self-concep- 
tions? 

Mauss can give us a start here. For, as he points out, the development 
of the Roman version of the personne, the persona, was accomplished 
not only through changes in legal thought but also through socio-politi- 
cal experience, the development of the Roman Republic. The Roman 
persona was such, a matter of functions, honours, duties, and rights, 
precisely by virtue of being a citizen of a concretely conceived political 
group, a collectivity. As Mauss writes: "I believe that the revolt of the 
plebs, the right to full citizenship that . . . was gained by all the plebean 
members of the 'gentes', was decisive. All freemen of Rome were Roman 
citizens, all had a civil 'persona'." If Mauss is correct in this judgement 
then he has put his finger on a specific moment at which some part of 
some human beings' self-consciousness changed decisively. 

But of course this was not an isolated phenomenon of Roman history, 
for much of the Classical world had this sort of experience. The Greeks, 
too had their city-states, their citizens, and their constitutional changes 
which fostered consciousness of human beings as members of significant 
collectivities. In this respect Aristotle's dictum that man is a creature of 
the city-state quite accurately depicts a pervasive collective experience 
and collective representation in Antiquity. Indeed, if Stoicism and Chris- 
tianity began as opposition views, espousing a vision of humanity which 
dwelt chiefly upon the individual in relation to an asocial natural or spir- 
itual order, they were very soon infected with this official view. The late 
Stoic, Cicero, for example, notes that man's nature is to form civic asso- 
ciations; and Augustine portrays the Christian as a citizen of the City of 
God. In this perspective Durkheim and Mauss but represent an ancient 
and honourable tradition in Western civilisation. 

But if we turn to India it is clear that this is by no means an inevitable 
development. True, there were oligarchic republics of a sort in ancient 
India, and perhaps had they survived they would have given rise to some 
view resembling Mauss's personne. But they did not. They disappeared 
from the Indian scene at  about the time of the Buddha, when monarchi- 
cal states engulfed them. The republics gave practically nothing to Indian 
thought about the political constitution, and Indian thought about such 
matters always assumed - which fairly represented the reality - that the 
political order was monarchical. 
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Moreover the Brahman theoreticians who elaborated the dominant 
theory of monarchy also held, and maintained throughout Indian his- 
tory, the centre stage of social thought as well. (The Buddhists only con- 
tributed the idea that kings were subject to ethical considerations.) That 
social thought had no place for some sort of human personne as the 
bearer of moral rights and obligations as part of an ordered collectivity. 
Rather, the Brahmans propounded the view that human beings are di- 
vided into estates (var?za), social categories the members of which are 
radically different from each other in their physical purity, their moral 
capabilities, and their social functions. This was the theoretical gloss on 
the Indian caste system. On the one hand, the individual was endowed 
with rights and obligations, not through his membership in the body 
politic, the state, but by virtue of birth among, and kinship with, a cate- 
gory of people who held those rights and obligations. It was kinship, not 
citizenship, membership of a social category, not of a state, that con- 
ferred status and function. And on the other hand, the state, in the person 
of the king, owed that individual nothing but the preservation of his 
already established traditional rights and status. Indeed the individual's 
status and function were referred not to the state, but past it, to the 
Brahmanical conception of the cosmic order. No emotion could be more 
alien to the ancient Indian world than patriotism, no concept more alien 
than that of the Western personne. 

Nor can one imagine Indian kings countenancing much thought about 
such matters. But creative Indian thought about individual nature was 
free to move toward consideration of the moi. Any history of the early 
stages of this development must be at least as speculative as Mauss's 
history of the Roman persona, but in the interest of brevity I think it may 
be regarded as passing through four stages. 

In the first stage we can dimly discern the sources of the Indian moi in 
the ancient pre-Buddhist Vedic sacrificial religion. This was the religion 
of a dominant group whose ethos was that of nomadic warriors, which 
in fact they had been at a yet earlier period. It seems consistent with such 
an ethos that the central religious rite, the sacrifice, was aimed at  achiev- 
ing the individual purposes of the sacrificer. It was for his own wealth, 
his own power, his own long life that he sacrificed, and only secondarily 
for any collective purpose, such as general fertility. Quite naturally a 
good deal of emphasis was laid on the ~hysical and mental individuality 
of the sacrificer. His moi, or perhaps better his proto-moi, was conceived 
either in the image of the man with his limbs, identified in ritual with the 
cosmic man, the body of the universe; or as vital breath, identified in 
ritual with the sacrificial fire and with the sun or the wind. Here already 



the reference was made directly between the individual and the natural- 
spiritual order, without a place for an intervening category of society, as 
we have seen in other theories of the moi. Furthermore, the sacrifice was 
made more effective by the sacrificer knowing that his own breath was 
the sacrificial fire, or his own limbs the cosmic man. 

In the second stage, still centuries before the Buddha, there seem to 
have evolved a body of devotees who concerned themselves more and 
more with this knowledge, and with ascetic techniques, techniques of 
self-mortification, which accompanied it.31 Their gradual formation as a 
distinct group also involved an increasing concern with otherworldly 
purposes, with aims not so crassly material as those of the sacrificial 
religion itself. They were concerned with the construction through ritual 
knowledge of an immortal self, in the world beyond or after death. This 
involved moreover subtler and increasingly elaborate thought about the 
nature of what was now becoming an autonomous spiritual world. In- 
deed, the formation of a group of devotees and the elaboration of an 
esoteric knowledge must have gone hand in hand: for the knowledge was 
so far still authenticated by its being in the hands of a chosen few, while 
the chosen few were distinguished partly by their initiation into the 
knowledge. Indian society was growing more complex. 

The really decisive step came in the third stage, perhaps not very long 
before the Buddha, when these amateurs became full-time renouncers 
who left the world of family and kinship, of production and reproduc- 
tion, of caste, to concern themselves solely with their own Selves. Here 
three vital steps were taken. First, the esoteric knowledge began to take 
on a systematic appearance, with its own internal coherence and a new 
capability of being formulated as propositions to be affirmed or denied. 
We might best think of this as the development of a theory with its own 
theoretical entities and logic, lying behind the appearances of the human 
world much as scientific theories point to entities and a logic behind the 
appearances of the physical world. These were theories of moral causa- 
tion, objectively conceived laws which decreed that the moral quality of 
personal acts in this life affect the nature of one's rebirth in the next life. 

Second, the chief theoretical entity of this new thought was the Self, 
the moi proper, now abstracted from ritual thought and ritual identifi- 
cations and given a potentially universal sense, as being found not only 
in human beings as such but, in some theories, in other living beings as 
well. And third, this knowledge was now no longer merely that of re- 
ceived esoteric truths. It had become an introspective knowledge that 
apprehended the Self through an internal intellective faculty. 
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At this stage all these developments were certainly not fully worked 
out. But in the fourth stage, which includes the Buddha, this thought 
about the Self, about objective introspection, and about moral causation 
gave rise to one of the most creative periods of thought in human history, 
comparable to the development of Greek thought through Socrates, Plato, 
and Aristotle. It was a period of debate, of the cultivation of abstract 
argument and logical criteria for argument. It was assumed, above all by 
Buddhism, that human beings necessarily have the faculties to find these 
arguments true or false as regards themselves. Propositions about the 
nature of the Self and of moral causation were increasingly couched in 
what Basil Bernstein has called an "elaborated code", a language capable 
of existing apart from the speaker and his immediate context, capable of 
speaking beyond local social divisions and to posterity. Here there ap- 
peared theories of the moi which were universal in the sense that they 
referred abstractly to human nature as such, and did so in a language 
that enabled them to be transported across frontiers. If abstraction and 
portability are the criteria of maturity in this Indian episode of the moi, 
then Buddhism was the most mature of these theories. It was eventually 
disseminated throughout Asia and to the West. 

A good deal of this maturity of Buddhism can be found in the rigour 
with which it pursued its cause-and-effect argument concerning the moi. 
For it was Buddhism which proposed the theory of dependent co-origi- 
nation, a thorough and thoroughly abstract conception of the individual 
mind and body. This cause-and-effect view underpins the characteristic 
Buddhist teaching of anattz, non-self, which directly contradicted other 
views, current at the time, of the indissoluble and eternal nature of the 
Self. In the Buddhist view the human moi can be shown to be causally 
composed to form what appears to be a unitary unchanging self, but 
which is in reality an evanescent and perpetually changing complex. Mauss 
objected that this in effect dissolved the moi. But, to the contrary, it cer- 
tified the moi as the central concern of human existence, an area subject 
to systematic thought and systematic self-discipline. If Roman law con- 
stituted one decisive step in abstract thought about humans as persons in 
a collectivity, Buddhism constituted a decisive step in human thought 
about humans in relation to their mental and physical individuality. 

One can sympathize with Mauss, for the doctrine of non-self certainly 
seems a shaky support for ethics or morality, for a view of the individual 
in relation to others. But in fact the Buddhist view is one which is a t  heart 
moral as well as universalistic. True, the analysis of the moi is aimed at 
one's own purposes. One is to regard the constituents of one's individu- 
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ality and individual experience from the viewpoint of what is skilful 
(kusala), cleaving to those states of consciousness and those acts which 
conduce to one's own peace and well-being, and avoiding those which 
are unskilful. There is nothing moral in this. But this description of states 
of mind and acts - skilful and unskilful - is in Buddhism always fun- 
damentally linked to another description of statesof mind and acts: whether 
they are good or evil (pugria or piipa). In fact the word "skilful" in 
Buddhism always embraces both meanings, morally good and psycholog- 
ically wholesome. What is well, skilfully, done for oneself is the same as 
what is good, well done for others. 

The reasoning behind this is that, first, all beings wish well for them- 
selves. Second, the form of that well-wishing is that they desire peace, 
security, freedom from harm or anxiety. Therefore, third, by acting to 
secure others' peace and well-being, the others will respond in like man- 
ner. What is good for me is good for you as well, and vice-versa; we all 
share the same precarious plight, between birth and death, subject to 
forces beyond our control. The Buddhist analysis of the moi is one which 
is profoundly moral and social, but the society which it envisages is that 
of all living beings interacting face to face, each action of one individual 
affecting the welfare of another individual as well as his own. 

It is not difficult to connect this version of moral causation with the 
social experience of the ancient Indians. The India of the Buddha was 
witnessing the rapid expansion of monarchical states, and many other 
forms of rapid social change as well. So hitherto significant ordered col- 
lectivities, and the individuals within them, were no longer able to con- 
strue or to guide their own fate. Part of the rapid social change as well 
was the growth of cities and of a cosmopolitan culture with an increas- 
ingly complex division of labour. The Brahmanical doctrine of estates 
did attempt to embrace this change, but it was bound to the conception 
that all individuals ~ossessed rights and duties by virtue of belonging to 
an heredita'ry functional category, and that the rights and duties of indi- 
viduals toward one another were prescribed by their respective catego- 
ries. But these thkoretical categories could by no means comprehend the 
complexity of social relations then growing up. There was therefore room 
for theories, such as the Buddha's, which provided a criterion by which 
all individuals, regardless of their category or caste, could interact ac- 
cording to their universal sentient nature. It is typical of Buddhism that 
it accepted as given the existence of both kings and the social categories 
of the Brahmanical doctrine, while insisting that the behaviour of indi- 
viduals, whether king or not, whatever their category, be subject to the 
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universal moral criteria of good and evil. Buddhism was the very type of 
a mature moi theory, an opposition view which dwelt upon human men- 
tal and physical individuality in respect of the morally conceived social 
interaction of such individuals within a natural-spiritual order. 

VI 
To call Buddhism an opposition view is to draw attention to the fact that 
it existed in a rich and varied environment of conflicting viewpoints. 
Though it is now impossible to reconstruct the Buddha's world at all 
accurately, one can trace in ancient India a long-standing and deeply-felt 
opposition between Brahmanical theorists of society and theorists of the 
moi such as the Buddha. Similarly, the Germany of Schopenhauer sup- 
~ o r t e d  Hegel as well, whose emphasis lay wholly upon the personne. In 
that case we do know that they contended directly with one another. 
These sorts of complex society make available such rich and disparate 
experiences to their members that both moi and personne theories can 
flourish in them. Indeed the very robustness of a moi theory such as the 
Buddha's or the personne theory of a i-Iegel, presupposes a spirited op- 
position on the other side. 

But neither side in such a debate can embrace the whole truth about 
human behaviour. Certainly a collectivist sociology such as Mauss's can- 
not, for it can never fully comprehend the place and representation of the 
psychophysical individual in social and cultural life, or in history. 

The notion of the personne opens one window on human nature, while 
the notion of the rnoi opens another, and the two views are not easily 
reconciled. Charles Taylor, in his chapter, suggests that we consider each 
individual at birth to be inducted into a great conversation. But the prob- 
lem is that each individual is inducted into several great conversations, at 
least in the complex societies, and these conversations have different mat- 
ter and different rules for what constitutes an interlocutor. In some the 
interlocutor is a mind or soul, in others a citizen. For so long as one can 

, take a different view as a mind or soul than as a citizen - so long, for 
1 example, as one can object conscientiously to the political order - these 
, conversations will remain separate. 
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The person 

Charles Taylor 

I 
What do we mean by a person? Certainly an agent, with purposes, de- 
sires, aversions, and so forth. But obviously more than this because many 
animals can be considered agents in this sense, but we don't consider 
them persons. 

So generally philosophers consider that to be a person in the full sense 
you have to be an agent with a sense of yourself as an agent, a being 
which can thus make plans for your life, one who also holds values in 
virtue of which different such plans seem better or worse, and who is 
capable of choosing between them. 

On our normal unreflecting view, all these powers are those of an in- 
dividual. It is the individual who can form life plans, who already has a 
sense of himself as an agent, whose values are normally the determining 
ones, and who chooses. Many things, of course, can go wrong: we all 
need a long period of development and tutelage by others in order to 
become fully adult persons. And many things can go wrong on the way: 
some fail altogether; and perhaps most of us fail to some degree to be- 
come fully adult persons in this sense. But this is what we normally grow 
towards. 

But we are aware at the same time that other times and places didn't 
share our conception of the individual, or of the person. We know that 
this is an historical creation. Some writers have claimed that men of ear- 
lier epochs didn't have the same notion of the unity of the subject (Bruno 
Snell, for example); others argue that they differ in that the subject is not 
fully distinct from the cosmos surrounding him (again Snell, also Fou- 
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cault). These construals have sometimes analogies to conditions we con- 
sider pathologies today. But we can't understand these earlier concep- 
tions simply as illness. 

What we need ideally is a theory of the subject which can allow us to 
understand these various views; how different views can be dominant at 
different times, and how ours could become dominant, and perhaps ir- 
reversibly so, with the development of modern civilisation. In the best 
outcome, we should also be able to understand why our modern concep- 
tion tends to make other views incomprehensible to us, or at least very 
opaque. 

1 
We should first try to clarify what is involved in this package of capacities 
typical of a person: making life plans, holding values, choosing. We may 
think that the crucial factor underlying them is consciousness: conscious- 
ness of self, of a time-scale beyond the present, of alternate possibilities. 
And there is obviously something in this. But we will fall too easily into 
one of the blind spots of the modern understanding of the subject if we 
are too quickly satisifed with this answer. For one thing the phenomenon 
of consciousness itself is not all that unproblematic. 

I want to say something first about agency. What is it to be an agent? 
We might start off by saying, a being who encompasses purposes, who 
can be said to go after, and sometimes attain goals. But what does this 
involve? Just having behaviour which meets a certain pattern in a regular 
way doesn't amount to fulfilling the purpose of realising this pattern. Old 
Faithful spouts water every n minutes, but this doesn't make it an agent 
with the corresponding purpose. 

Agency obviously has something to do with what underlies the pattern, 
what brings about, the causal background. But here two theories part 
company. According to one, we can speak of purpose when the end sought 
plays some role in explaining the action. And this is the case, for instance, 
when the entity concerned is guided by some element of feedback con- 
nected with the end concerned. Thus a self-guided missile is designed so 
that its path is controlled by its direction and distance from a target of a 
certain description. One way of stating the way in which the information 
fed back controls the path of the missile is to identify what the target is. 
In this sense the end sought figures in the explanation. 

This view marks no difference of principle between the animate and 
the inanimate. The difference between human and missile would be seen, 
first as one of complexity, and secondly, as residing in consciousness: we 
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are aware of ourselves and missiles presumably aren't. But between mis- 
siles and lower animals to whom we don't attribute consciousness, there 
is no difference of principle. 

The alternative view, which I want to defend, does make a distinction 
of principle between animal and artefact. This distinction can best be 
brought out by noting the way in which we attribute action terms to the 
two kinds of things. 

First of all, we should see that we use the same terms very often to 
describe an action in one case, and a non-action in.aother. Old Faithful 
spouts water every n minutes; but so may George be turning on his hose 
at regular intervals in order to water his flowers. The planets sweep out 
equal areas in equal times, and so may some human agent; and so on. 
We recognize clearly that the use of these terms in the inanimate cases 
doesn't involve actions. 

One way of marking this distinction is to note that in the inanimate 
case, there is no way of saying that this is what they're really doing. Every 
event can bear a great number of descriptions: Old Faithful is also wet- 
ting some particular area of forest, displacing molecules, releasing some 
underground pressure, stabilizing the water table, amusing tourists, in- 
creasing Wyoming's revenues, etc. We recognise that there is nothing in 
the process itself which privileges one of these descriptions over any other. 
It is our interest, the way the phenomenon strikes us, which determines 
the description to be applied. 

But in the case of genuine action, descriptions are not all on the same 
footing. There is a hierarchy of privilege. As I type, I am also displacing 
air, raising the noise level in the house, wearing out typewriter ribbons, 
increasing the custom of our local typing supplies shop, and so on. But 
what I'm doing is writing a paper on the person. This is not to say that 
the other descriptions don't apply to my action; but that we recognise 
hierarchy of privilege. These descriptions enjoy very different status in 
the kingdom of action. Some only make it accompanied by a qualifica- 
tion like 'unwittingly', 'inadvertently', 'unintentionally'. 'Displacing air' 
above has such a lowly status. Others may be attributed without quali- 

, fiers (e.g., 'raising the noise level') but are recognised as being subordi- 
I 

1 nate to a range of higher ones ('writing a paper on X', 'explaining my 
views on X') which describe my action properly and informatively. These 
give the ends to which it was directed. 

1 We can establish this hierarchy of privilege, because we see my action 
in the context of purposes. We see it as directed to certain goals. Now in 

i the case of artefacts, there seems to be something analogous. We are 
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ready to hierarchise descriptions applying to them as well. The computer 
also hums, heats up the room, and so on, but what it is really doing is 
calculating the payroll; the thermostat also clicks, brings about alterna- 
tive expansion and contraction of the column of mercury, decreases our 
dependence on Middle-East oil. But what it's really doing is keeping the 
temperature of the house at 20" C. 

Hence we may be tempted to class artefacts with us over against gey- 
sers and planets. But this is to miss the crucial difference: that this hier- 
archisation is purely derivative in the case of artefacts. The purposes which 
form the context against which we rank their action descriptions are our 
own; that is, those which are implicit in the design of the artefacts or 
their regular use. There is no way of answering a question about the 
artefact's purpose except by reference to designluse. Concerning a human 
agent regulating the heat in his house by raising and lowering the flow of 
fuel, we can ask whether he is also trying to reduce his country's depen- 
dence on oil from the Gulf. We are asking whether this ought to figure 
among the most privileged descriptions; and this is to ask whether he is 
also acting out of this patriotic purpose, or just to reduce his bills, or be 
comfortable. The corresponding question about an artefact either makes 
no sense, or it can only be answered by reference to the policy context of 
its designluse. Say the government imposed thermostats in homes previ- 
ously regulated manually, in order to free the country from economic 
blackmail, then someone who said 'these things are freeing us from the 
sheikhs' might be taken as offering a privileged description. 

In the human case, the purposes are intrinsic, in that of the artefact 
derivative. So the second view is one that sees an agent as a subject of 
intrinsic purpose. It is not sufficient just that the end figure in the expla- 
nation: the action must be directed in this intrinsic sense. 

It will be helpful to introduce a term of art here. When we attribute 
intrinsic purpose to an agent, we can say that we are saying that some- 
thing - here the end sought - has a certain significance for him. Real 
agents can thus be described with this term, as beings for whom things 
can have significance; and this is what differentiates them from artefacts. 
'Significance' is acting as a term of art for me, because of course, we 
could also apply it to artefacts. For example, we could speak of the sig- 
nificance for my car of sand in the gasoline, or of a big rock which was 
teetering on the bluff above it. 

But naturally here, the same point holds as above. The significances in 
this case would be derived. The rock is a danger to my car, it threatens 
to crush it. That is its significance. But this is only a danger to the car 



The person 

qua artefact; qua collection of metal and glass bits it merely bodes re- 
arrangement. It is only in the light of the derivative purpose intrinsic to 
its design that the rock threatens disaster. 

I recognise this derivative use, but I want to apply 'significance' only 
to intrinsic significance. So it will be a mark of agents. I want to use it as 
a highly general term as well, so that we can say not only agents' pur- rn 

poses, but also their desires, aspirations, feelings, aversions, emotions 
represent different ways in which things have significance for them. 

I could use fewer syllables, and say an agent is a being to whom things 
matter. 'Mattering' would then be my key term. But I want a term I can 
use as a count noun; and you can speak of 'significances' (barely), but 
not of 'matterings'. 

Now I have distinguished these two different views of agency, one of 
which makes central the significance feature, because it makes a differ- 
ence when we go on to work out a theory of the person. 

A person, as we saw above, we conceive of as a special kind of agent, 
an agent-plus, who can also make life-plans, hold values, choose. The 
two views of agency make us see this 'plus' in different terms. For the 
first view, which ignores the significance feature, the crucial difference is 
consciousness, a power to form inner representations. This means that I 
can represent to myself different life plans, hence consider different op- 
tions, and envisage the different possibilities as more or less valuable. 

But if we are aware of the significance feature, what is striking about 
being a person is not simply consciousness in this sense. Rather we should 
say that consciousness goes along with a transformation of the signifi- 
cances we live by; and this leads to a view of man as a self-interpreting 
animal. 

Perhaps this last point can be relatively easily brought out by reflecting 
on common experience. We often have it happen that our becoming more 

, aware of what we feel alters what we feel. We overcome some confused 
, feeling of guilt for instance, and are now clearer on what it was that was / troubling us. We see that the grounds for guilt were inadequate, and we 
I 
/ now feel differently about it. Even if we go on feeling guilty in some 

sense, the feeling is different just because we now understand it as some- 1 thing irrational. Or again, when we sort out different feelings we have 
for the same person, two different ways in which she was important to 
us, our experience of them may be different. One may atrophy relatively 
easily while the other remains, for instance. 

What emerges from this is that how things are with us, in this case 
I 

E what we feel and are inclined to do, is not something separable from our 

k 
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understanding of it. How we understand it and are aware of it is consti- 
tutive of how we feel. We can't interpret this consciousness on the model 
of a representation, where this means representation of some indepen- 
dent reality. For there is nothing here which our awareness of our feelings 
could represent in this sense. There is no core of feeling an sich, separable 
from how we understand it. 

The view which takes account of this I have called the view of man as 
self-interpreting animal because the understandings we have of ourselves 
are not arbitrary construals. To say that what we feel is partly constituted 
by our understanding is not to say that thinking makes it so. Our under- 
standings reflect what seems to us to be the truth about what we feel. 
This may indeed be wrong. We have all sorts of motives to conceal the 
truth from ourselves on many occasions. And we are at least dimly aware 
of this, and hence often uncertain about our true feelings. 

Thus to say that our understanding is constitutive of what we feel is 
not to deny that there is a right and a wrong, or at least a more and a 
less adequate here. What it does mean is that there can be false, or inau- 
thentic, or confused, or self-deluded feelings. The inter-penetration of 
feeling and understanding means that we sometimes need quasi-epistemic 
terms, like the above, to give an adequate description of how we feel 
(although in some cases, we may only be able to apply them retrospec- 
tively). 

  hat is the force of the term 'interpretation'. The understanding we 
have of ourselves is not some arbitrarily applied descriptive term, but an 
attempt to interpret how things are with us, something which is rarely 
entirely clear, and needs to be made clearer. The attempt to understand 
can be seen as analogous to that to interpret enigmatic texts; hence the 
root metaphor of hermeneutical views of man and science. 

This view of man as a self-interpreting animal obviously fits with the 
notion of an agent as a being with the significance feature. That things 
are significant for a creature does not require, obviously, that that crea- 
ture be conscious; at least not in the strong sense that we attribute con- 
sciousness to humans. Animals are beings with the significance feature, 
and numbers of things matter to us that we haven't focussed or formu- 
lated. 

But that something is significant to A requires that in some way A be 
sensitive to this. Becoming conscious of the significance of some X to us 
alters our mode of sensitivity to X. And since our sensitivity to X is part 
of its having significance for us, we can see how consciousness can trans- 
form significance. 

By contrast, the other view which sees consciousness as purely repre- 
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sentative cannot explain how awareness can be constitutive of how we 
feel. The very notion of representation requires that of an independent 
object. We can see how this kind of consciousness would alter how we 
operate, because we can now envisage certain possibilities, as, for exam- 
ple, about the distant future, and we can ascribe evaluations. We can thus 
direct our activity in a much more effective way, and towards more com- 
plex and far-reaching ends. This is certainly part of what we require of a 
person, because we do consider that a crucial characteristic is being able 
to choose in the light of different life-plans. But it concentrates purely on 
the executive side of this requirement. We can see easily how represen- 
tative consciousness is necessary for planning one's life to any end. But 
what isn't clear is how moving from unconscious agency to personhood 
affects the ends we seek themselves; or in our jargon, transforms the 
significances things have for us. 

But I think something like this is involved in being a person. And we 
can only get at this by seeing persons as self-interpreting beings. Hence I 
have wanted to insist on a view of agency as involving the significance 
feature. Let me therefore continue and see where this leads. 

2 
The general conception of a person has a certain reflexive element. A 
person is an agent who has an understanding of self as an agent, and can 
make plans for hislher own life; this, as against a dog for instance, to 
whom this kind of reflexivity can't be attributed. But this shouldn't be 
seen simply as consisting in superior powers of representation: that dogs 
can only be aware of the objects that surround them immediately, while 
persons can also have themselves for object, as well as future states of 
self and world. This way of sorting things out would make the crucial 
difference turn on the objects that our awareness can be of, what we can 
represent in inner space as it were. 

But this doesn't seem to be the crucial difference. Rather what seems 
important about a person's conception of self is that it incorporates a 
range of significances which have no analogue with non-person agents. 
For it is not just that we are aware of ourselves as agents that distin- 
guishes us from dogs, say, It is more that we have a sense of certain 
standards which apply to us as self-aware agents. 

Let us take shame as an example, because it will serve to make a num- 
ber of the points I want to argue for. A human being who can feel shame 
differs from a dog (or if we want to get anthropomorphic about dogs, 
substitute wolf) not just in that he has an awareness of significances that 
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have the dog does not, these remaining the same; rather shame involves 
a significance of a radically different kind. 

I am ashamed when I am shown up as contemptible or unworthy be- 
fore others. (We can derivatively be ashamed in our own eyes, at least we 
of this highly individualistic, interiorizing civilisation can be; but this is 
always secondary; the primary locus of shame is before others, in public 
space.) This means not only that I must be self-aware in order to be 
conscious of what is shameful about me. It is also that what is shameful 
can only be explained in terms of an awareness of the person: for the 
shame of my situation is partly constituted by my appearing unworthy in 
public space. Moreover, the unworthiness is one which essentially at- 
taches to a self-aware being. A dog (or wolf) just couldn't be unworthy 

. in this sense. A being can only be shamefully unworthy who is capable 
of a sense of shame, that is, who is sensitive to the standards which hold 
of a self-aware subject, and which demand that he show concern for his 
dignity and his good name, in short, for his standing among men. 

In other words, shame as a significance for a person, unshared by non- 
personal agents, shows the difference between the two not just to reside I 

in the person's greater awareness, or self-awareness. It is not as though 
the person were aware of something which could have just as well been 
there before with the animal. Rather, the significance the person is aware 
of is something new, something that could only be a significance for a ! 
person, for it concerns standards which only apply to a being who is self- 
aware, and moreover who shares this awareness of his personhood with 
others. 

We can see this best if we contrast it with other significances which do 
hold quite unproblematically of animals, although beyond their ken. The 
chicken in the barnyard which I feed is in real danger for her life. She is I 

i 
being fattened for dinner one day. Her lack of reasoning faculty and time 
perspective forbid her ever knowing this until it's too late, but the danger 

I 

is there nonetheless. 
By contrast, the self-awareness involved with shame is not just a matter 

of some independent significance which is now in our ken; it is rather a 
significance bound up with our being self-aware beings, that is, persons. 
The same goes for pride (closely linked to shame), for dignity; for guilt - 
arising here from the sense of a breach of moral standards, which only 
hold of me qua responsible, self-aware agent; for the sense of worthiness 
and for that whole host of emotions which are qualified by a reflective 
sense of their importance in our lives - for example, my love for A which 
I sense as the one really good thing in my life, my feelings of estrangement 
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from R which is based on my shame at having treated him shabbily, and 
SO on. 

In other words, we have to understand the step from sub-personal agent 
to person not just as an increase in consciousness in the sense of the 
power to form representations of self and world, but much more as the 
onset of a range of significances which are essentially those of self-aware 
agents. Our self-consciousness doesn't offer us a representation of these 
significances; rather it is partly constitutive of them, for they concern 
standards holding of persons qua persons, and which can only be under- 
stood within the life of a person. 

This last point should be expanded a little. One could think of a stan- 
dard which would apply to self-aware agents even within the compass of 
a thoroughly representative theory of consciousness. Thus if we think of 
consciousness as representation, we could think of a self-aware being, 
one who had representations of his own representations, as well as of his 
own activities. It would be a being who could monitor himself. And we 
could easily form an idea of a standard which would apply to this being 
qua self-aware, which is that he form correct representations, that he 
monitor himself well. This would undoubtedly reflect itself in his perfor- 
mance, his ability to guide action, etc. This kind of excellence could also 
be found among self-monitoring machines (although applied in a deriv- 
ative sense, to be sure). 

But this is not a standard of the kind I have been invoking above, in 
discussing shame and the other characteristically human emotions. For it 
doesn't involve an original significance which attaches only to persons. It 
invokes the standard involved in representation, which applies equally to 
beings' who register only their surroundings and have no self-awareness, 
and extends this to self-awareness. But with shame, we have a signifi- 
cance which only makes sense in relation to persons, to agents who are 
aware of themselves. These are standards which apply to persons, and 
which arise essentially out of what it is to be a person. They cannot be 
constructed out of standards that apply to sub-personal agents. 

There is in fact a reciprocal relation between personhood and the char- 
acteristically human significances; they are essentially connected both ways. 
We couldn't attribute these significances to any being that couldn't be 
aware of himself as an agent, and hence was a person at least in this 
sense, but at the same time we wouldn't recognise as a person a being 
who was constitutionally incapable (and not just in fact pathologically 
incapacitated) of experiencing shame, guilt, a sense of dignity, or other 
emotion). 
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Thus the step from sub-personal agent to person involves not just self- 
awareness, but a range of significances which could only be those of a 
self-aware being, and which help to define the kind of self-aware agent 
that we call a person. 

Because these significances are essentially bound up with self-aware- 
ness we can see more clearly why the corresponding feelings are shaped 
by our understanding of them. 

3 

The general notion of a person includes not only self-awareness but hold- 
ing values. And this too is very differently conceived by the two tradi- 
tions. For the representative view, persons apply values to the facts and 
possibilities of which they are aware. These values can be seen as chosen, 
or as arising from psychological causes, or as both. But in any case, to 
evaluate is to confer value on what is originally neutral domain. 

But the significance view sees it very differently. Establishing the sig- 
nificance of X is not establishing a neutral fact about it. Moreover the 
particular significances which I called characteristically human involve 
strong evaluation. By strong evaluation, I mean the recognition of goods 
which are seen to be intrinsically worthy, that is, goods or ends which 
are not valued insofar as they are objects of choice or desire, but are 
rather seen as ends we should seek. They are ends such that our not 
choosing them reflects on us rather than undermining their status as ends. 

The values which underly such emotions as shame, guilt, or our sense 
of dignity are plainly of this kind. The shameless man is not someone to 
whom the whole range of judgements concerning the shameful no longer 
applies, but on the contrary one who is judged even more harshly. Again, 
the man who feels no guilt a t  some terrible action is even more to be 
condemned (or perhaps pitied). Shamelessness is shameful, because one 
is even farther away from the standard involved if one has no sense of 
what is demanded. 

By contrast, if I cease to like strawberry ice cream, this is the end of 
the road for this flavour of ice cream as an object of value for me. There 
is no further purchase for an ought statement enjoining me to go on 
liking it and choosing it. Or  perhaps there might be, and this is revela- 
tory. If we take a less trivial example, I might be condemned or looked 
down on for my taste in cars, in interior decoration, for my sense of 
humour. But this will be because taste is seen as an important part of 
what makes a human life worthwhile; it will be the object of admiration, 
contempt; something of which one should be ashamed or proud. 
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These human significances involve strong evaluation. But they cannot 
be construed as evaluations we apply to a neutral realm of facts. On the 
contrary, as we saw above, they are the objects of interpretations, which 
can be judged as adequate or inadequate, distorting or true, superficial 
or profound. My finding something shameful is not a matter of my decid- 
ing to apply, or even finding I cannot but apply some value predicate to 
a neutral domain. This is not what the issue looks like at all when I want 
to ask whether I should feel ashamed at such and such a situation. 

I don't ask whether I really feel like applying the evaluation; I ask 
rather whether this is really shameful. Moreover, I conduct this enquiry 
through a series of other terms: 'unworthy', 'cowardly', 'petty', 'incom- 
petent', and so on, which are themselves 'evaluative', but which equally 
well cannot be construed as applied to a neutral domain of facts. For 
each of them will have criteria which have the same basic logic. 

These significances which involve strong evaluation are the object of 
assessments, where we try to get clear what is really shameful, what one 
should really be guilty about, in what consists real dignity, what is truly 
admirable, what contemptible, and so on. 

The two views of what is involved in being a person thus diverge quite 
markedly. For one perspective, which takes no account of significance, 
consciousness is seen as forming representations. These are of the world 
or the self, and take as their content either neutral fact, or at best things 
in the significance they have for us as sub-personal agents, as living or 
sentient beings. The characteristically human significances are then 
understood as valuations which we put on facts and possibilities so rep- 
resented. Guided by these valuations, we choose. And so we have the 
capacities definitive of a person: self-awareness, values, choice; and from 
all these the ability to make life-plans. 

What gets lost from view here is the nature of the peculiarly human 
significances. Why are these specially hard to see? What makes us shy 
away from them? The answer is partly rooted in the epistemological tra- 
dition which has been so important in shaping our understanding of 
modern science. At the very beginning of the scientific revolution, in the 
seventeenth century, the attempt was made to overcome the purely an- 
thropocentric, and to understand the world in terms which were not rel- 
ative to our subjectivity. Properties can be said to be anthropocentric or 
relative, if they are properties that things can only have insofar as they 
are objects in the experience of subjects, or human subjects. The classical 
examples of seventeenth-century discussion were the secondary proper- 
ties. Colour, for instance, was a property of things only insofar as they 



are experienced by sighted creatures. In a universe without sighted crea- 
tures, there would still be light reflected off surfaces at different wave 
lengths, but there wouldn't be what we know as colour. 

It is clear that significances are anthropocentric properties of things in 
this sense. There is thus a built-in mistrust of them in our scientific tra- 
dition. But why does this mistrust affect particularly the peculiarly hu- 
man significances? Why does it tolerate more easily the sub-personal ones, 
those which apply to living beings as such or sentient beings as such? 

There are two, I think, connected answers. The first is that the human , 
ones involve strong evaluation. A science which uses the language of the 
human significances is one which is involved in evaluating different ways 

I 
of living. It is part of the debate about what the real nature of these 
significances are, which rages in our society and will probably never cease. 

j 
But science in our dominant tradition sees itself as value free, as capable ! 
of inter-subjective validation and agreement regardless of value differ- , 
ences. Thus one must be able to finesse the language of the human signif- I 

icances. I 

Of course, it is part of the data of a human science that people feel this 
way about things, for they feel guilty, ashamed, see their dignity as con- 

I 

sisting in X or Y. But this must be capable of redescription in order to fit I 

into a science. In describing what subjects A finds shameful, one cannot 
simply take over his strongly evaluative vocabulary. We have to identify 
criteria for the shameful or the unworthy or whatever in some neutral 
language. (Of course, interpretivists immediately want to challenge whether I 
this is possible, whether one does not either miss what is essential to this 
society's discriminations, or doesn't rather make them intelligible just I 

because one can read the significances so well through the 'neutral' de- 
scriptions - or thinks one can, for nothing is easier than unconscious 
ethnocentricity here. But I leave all this aside; I'm just trying to explain 
the rival position.) And so we get the view of things which redescribes 
significances in terms of neutral descriptions and evaluations. 

The second ieason why the human significances are particularly mis- 
trusted is that we can believe a priori that those having to do with life 
and sentience can be more easily reduced in terms of a physical or phys- 
iological language. As a living being things can have the significance for 
me of being good for health, say, or mortally dangerous; as a sentient 
being, they can threaten pain or offer pleasure. There is a widespread 
belief in our scientific culture that necessary and sufficient conditions can 
be given for these in, say, physiological terms. We can be precise in what 
such-and-such a substance B goodlbad for health; why such an event 



would be lethal; why the application of this treatment is painful, and so 
on. No doubt much of this is well founded (though whether it is across 
the board is another matter that we don't need to examine here). 

In this, vital and sentient significances differ from the human ones. It 
is just evident that it is hopeless to try to offer necessary and sufficient 
conditions in physical/physiological terms for a situation's being shame- * 

ful, or guilt-provoking, or an insult to dignity, or for an action's being 
admirable, and so on. It is clear that the shameful, for instance, doesn't 
correspond to any natural kind on the physical level, or range of natural 
kinds; whereas toothache may well do so. 

By contrast, vital and sentient significances aren't the locus of strong 
evaluations. Few motives are stronger or more immediate than the desire 
to preserve life and to avoid pain. But these ends are not such that of 
themselves they are seen as commanding our allegiance, so that someone 
who was ready to give up his life or  undergo pain would be ips0 facto 
condemnable. On the contrary - for these self-sacrificing actions to be 
condemnable, we need a context provided by human significances. We 
feel disapproval, even contempt for the professional martyr, who is look- 
ing for suffering out of a desire for self-dramatisation or to assuage mis- 
placed guilt. But in order to express what is contemptible here, we have 
to invoke the human significances. 

Of course, the reducibility of vital and sentient significances wouldn't 
mean that we had made clear in physiological terms what matters here. 
We would just have offered criteria, necessary and sufficient conditions 
for a significance holding. But imagine the following thought experiment: 
a sapient race comes from Alpha Centauri. They are large gaseous clouds 
somehow endowed with sapience. They are not living organisms in our 
sense but they understand, and care about things in their own (to us 
incomprehensible) way. They might come to understand that some pro- 
cess, for example, electric shock, had some significance for us, they would 
perhaps understand that this significance was negative, provided they saw 
us as sapient, and thus took our avoidance of it as purposeful. They 
might be able to understand the physiological conditions of this being 
unpleasant, that is to say, something we want to avoid, so they could 
identify thresholds. But just what the experience of pain was would for- 
ever be beyond them. 

There is something irredeemably opaque about any range of signifi- 
cances for those who don't share them. We have something of this ex- 
perience as well within the human significances and these vary from cul- 
ture to culture, as I want to discuss more below. People from another 
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society can be quite opaque to us; only in our case, there is an in-principle 
remedy. We are capable, at least theoretically, of learning another lan- 
guage and becoming inducted into another way of life; and then we can 
understand. 

In any case, the reducibility of the vital and sentient has been the basis 
for one of the pervasive trends in the history of social science, the attrac- 
tion of materialism. The Marxist case is the clearest, the most 'upfront'. 
A theory is thought to be 'materialist' because it deals with motivations 
at its bottom level of explanation, which belong to the vital range of 
significance. At base, what moves men is getting what they need to live. 
The rest, various conceptions of honour, morality, blessedness, and so 
on, is to be understood derivatively, and frequently as a confused or mys- 
tified way of coming to grips with the primary issue. 

In a sense, the very notion of this kind of materialism is confused. It is 
not because the significance is allegedly subject to physical reduction that 
the theory is necessarily materialist. A genuinely materialist theory would 
be one like behaviourism, say, or certain contemporary theses in cogni- 
tive psychology, which propose to explain human behaviour as events 
happening in a physical system. But we are still far from doing this, if we 
characterise what men do in terms of action, purpose, aims, aspirations; 
even if these purposes are purely vital and hence the consummations al- 
low of our giving necessary and sufficient conditions in physical terms. 
Suppose I am an abstract painter. I am now trying to create an elliptical 
shape on my canvas. Just because a mathematical formula can be given 
for the shape I want to create, it doesn't follow that my action can be 
understood in mathematical terms. This kind of materialism is probably 
deeply confused for the same reason, but one can see how any theory 
that finds the basic motivations in vital significances can come across to 
itself as tough-minded, truly scientific, and 'materialist'. 

This, of course, does not apply to all Marxisms. There are other strands, 
which don't a,ttempt reduction. But, on the other hand, it does apply to 
a great deal of non-Marxist social science. Sociobiology is an example; 
as are a great number of functional theories. The instinct here seems to 
be to ground explanation in the vital, since this is both free from evalu- 
ative dispute, and susceptible of grounding in physical criteria. 

Naturally, this whole attempt to finesse the characteristically human 
significances is seen as an illusion from the standpoint of the other per- 
spective, for these are central to human motivation, central even to how 
our vital needs are conceived, as they are conceived differently from cul- 
ture to culture. This brings us to the place of language in this, which I 
now want to explore. 
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4 
The human significances are closely tied up with language; only a lan- 
guage animal could have them. To see this, we might take two emotions, 
which are close to each other, but which are contrasting: anger and in- 
dignation. Anger we can attribute to (some) animals, at least in some . 
sense, but not indignation - at least if we leave aside our anthropo- 
morphic indulgence for our pets. The difference is that we can only as- 
cribe indignation to a being with something like the thought: this person 
has done an injustice. One is only indignant at a wrongdoer; one can be 
angry at anyone who is provoking, even innocently, even though he is in 
the right and one is in the wrong (especially so). 

But what are the conditions for some agent's having a thought like 
that? That he can make discriminations rightlwrong, as against just hurt- 

9 

ing or not hurting; or advantageous/disadvantageous. But this requires 
that the agent have some notion of standards that hold of a given do- 
main, here human action; and by this I mean be aware of these standards, 
recognise that they are standards. 

Of course, many living things can be said to 'apply standards' in some 
loose sense; the cat turns up its nose at sub-standard fish, only goes for 
the best. There are some standards, in the sense of criteria of acceptabil- 
ity, which will help explain its behaviour. There are standards here an 
sich, but not fiir sich. The cat doesn't recognize that it is applying stan- 
dards, has not focussed on the standards as standards. 

But that is what an agent must be doing to be considered a moral 
subject. There is no such thing as morality completely an sich. Imagine a 
non-linguistic animal which always behaved according to what we iden- 
tify as morality. It was unimaginably benevolent. We still wouldn't call 
it a moral subject if it had no sense that this action was meeting some 
standard, was something that it ought to do, had in this sense a higher 
significance, was not simply on all fours with any other inclination. This 
is of course the insight that Kant works up into his dutylinclination dis- 
tinction. But one doesn't need to take it where Kant does, into a sharp 
dichotomy. Nothing rules out the spontaneously good person, one who 
is benevolent out of love of human beings. Only for him there must be 
some sense that acts of charity have an additional, a higher significance 
than other things he is inclined to do, such as eat ice cream, or feel the 

I breeze on his hair. 

But to be open to this significance, to recognize that these acts meet 
some standard, we have to have language. It is only in language, or some 
other symbolic activity, that we can be aware of standards qua standards. 
It is in language, at least in this broad sense (that of Cassirer's "symbolic 



forms"), that standards can be disclosed, can become objects of our 
awareness, as against just being explanatory notions accounting for our 
behaviour. 

Something similar goes for the other human significances mentioned 
above. A being can only feel shame who is aware of the demands laid on 
him by his being a subject, thus who has some sense of standards; the 
same goes for a sense of dignity, of fulfilment, of integrity, of pride, and 
SO on. 

These significances are inherently linguistic. We already saw that they 
are bound up with self-awareness; now we see that they are also intrin- 
sically connected with language. And the connection is three-way, for 
self-awareness itself is bound up with language - or at least, the kind of 
self-awareness central to being a person. Let's look closer at what it is 
about language which allows it to play this role of disclosing the human 
significances. 

To see this let's examine what is involved in formulating something, 
putting something into words which we didn't know how to say before. 
What does formulation bring off? Well, first of all, that we can focus on 
the thing in question. When I still don't know how to describe how I feel 

- - 

or how something looks, for example, objects concerned lack definite 
contours; I don't know quite what to focus on. Finding an adequate ar- 
ticulation for what I want to say about these matters brings them into 
focus. 

To focus on something is to identify its features, to grasp its contours. 
Language gives us, that is, formulation gives us an articulated grasp of 
what we're focussing on. We can lay out and trace the contour. We de- 
scribe people as 'articulate' who are capable of expressing themselves, 
and hence formulating things, and hence acquiring an articulated grasp 
on things. 

Language, in short, enables us to be aware of what we discourse about - - 

in a way whiqh has no analogue for non-linguistic animals. Being able to 
say it is being able to make it the focus in a way which is peculiar to 
language. And this kind of focus allows us to have an articulated view 
of, and hence be articulate about the matter in question. It is this articu- 
late focussing which makes it possible for linguistic beings to be aware 
of standards qua standards, and thus to be capable of the feelings and 
perceptions which depend on this. A non-linguistic creature can act in 
such a way that we can understand it as guided by a standard; its behav- 
iour is shaped by a standard. But only a linguistic being can recognise a 
standard. The standard needs to be focussed in language. 

There is a second dimension to language which is very relevant here. 



* 
Let's look at another side of formulation. We are strangers travelling on 
a train together through some southern country. It is terribly hot, the 
atmosphere is stifling. I turn to you and say 'Whew, it's hot'. This doesn't 
tell you anything you didn't know; neither that it is hot, nor that I find it 
so. Both these facts were plain to you before. Nor were they beyond your 
power to formulate; you probably already had formulated them. What 
the expression has done here is to create a rapport between us, the kind 
of thing which comes about when we do what we call striking up a con- 
versation. Previously I knew that you were hot, and you knew that I was 
hot, and I knew that you must know that I knew that . . . up to about 
any level you care to chase it. But now it is out there as a fact between us 
that it's stifling in here. Language creates what one might call a public 
space, or a common vantage point from which we survey the world to- 
gether. 

This is therefore another crucial feature about formulation in lan- 
guage: it creates the peculiarly human kind of rapport, of being together, 
that we are in conversation together. To  express something, to formulate 
it can be not only to get it in articulate focus, but also to place it in public 
space, and thus to bring us together qua participants in a common act of 
focussing. 

Of course, given this human capacity to found public space, we can 
and do ring all sorts of changes on it. There is the whole variety of con- 
versations, from the deepest and most intimate to the most stand-offish 
and formalised. Think of a heart-to-heart talk with a lover or old friend 
versus casual chatter at a cocktail party. But even in the latter case, what 
is set up is a certain coming together in a common act of focus. The 
matter talked about is no longer just for me or for you, but for us. This 
doesn't prevent us from putting severe limits on how much will be in the 
common realm. In the cocktail party context, by tacit but common con- 
sent what will be focussed on are only rather external matters, not what 
concerns us most deeply. The togetherness is superficial. 

In another dimension, we can distinguish various kinds of public space, 
all the way from small conversations (here including both the heart-to- 
heart and the cocktail party chat) on one hand, and formal public space 
established in institutions on the other; discussions in Parliament, or on 
the media, or in convocation. These various kinds of institutional or pan- 
societal public spaces are, of course, very important parts of the dispen- 
sation of human life. You can't understand how human society works a t  
all, I should like to maintain, unless you have some notion of public 
space. 

The usual use of this term 'public space' is to refer to the institutional, 
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societal manifestations. I am extending it to conversations, and every- 
thing in between, because I want to stress that the same human power of 
bringing us together in a common focus through speech is.at work in 
these other contexts; and that the public space of our political discus- 
sions, what we refer to for instance when we say that such and such a 
fact is 'in the public domain', constitutes a special case - albeit a crucial 
one - of this general capacity. 

Picking up on this side of language shows even more decisively how 
essential it is for some human significances. The whole business of shame 
is inseparable from public space. Shame is essentially at my appearance 
as unworthy in public space. It is essential that beings who feel shame 
not only be social animals, but have created something like public space. 

It might be thought that the public space of shame has nothing to do 
with language; that it can be physically defined. If I am ashamed of how 
I look I don't want to appear in public. But 'in public' here seems to 
mean simply 'anywhere where I can be seen by people', which seems to 
be a physical rather than linguistically defined location. But this forgets 
that the public space is not only created by open space without obstacles 
to vision, but also by the common standards which we hold together. 
This is what makes the open space a potential locus of shame. This is all 
the clearer where one is not ashamed of the thing concerned before one's 
intimates, but only before strangers. In the intimate public space, this 
feature (perhaps how I look) has been neutralized, or given another 
meaning. And open space is often very finely discriminated in regard to 
shame; what you reveal on television, what in Parliament, what in a smaller 
group, even among strangers; all these may have a different significance. 
This apart from the fact that many of the things we are ashamed of are 
only revealed in speech. And even for things which are not (such as how 
I look), it is all the more mortifying if they are formulated publicly. This 
is the most intense shame space of all, to be pointed out as contemptible 
before everyone, which is why self-respecting warriors fight for a word 
of contempt. The slighting remark of my interlocutor, said in public, 
creates a space of shame for me, in which I am an object of ridicule and 
contempt, unless I can wipe this aside by my challenge. 

5 
Language makes things clear in two ways: it brings them into articulate 
focus, and it brings them out into public space. We have managed to 
disconnect these to some extent in a civilisation which has brought soli- 
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.I tary formulation to a high art. But they in their origins are not separate 
and never can be entirely. Our solitary formulations depend on the lan- 
guage which we could only learn in conversation. And indeed, one has 
only to reflect how much certain ranges of our vocabulary continue to 
depend on our formulating things together, in one or other kind of public 
space (remembering that this also applies to intimate conversations in my 
usage). 

Thus our grasp on our emotions, on what is deep and what is superfi- .. 
cial, what is fundamental commitment, and what is passing fancy, what 
is profound love and what is mere dalliance, can depend crucially on our 
conversations with others. By which I mean that we can often doubt our 
own grasp of these terms, that is, our own discriminations made with 
them, where we can come to no understanding with others on these dis- 
criminations. This is not just a matter of using other people as checks on 
ourselves, tests of our understanding; it is also that we can need other 
people, the conversation and understanding with them, even to come 
clear on what it is we feel. The matter can come to clear formulation 
when the agency focussing is us (for some favoured interlocutor or group) 
and not simply me. 

We call people influenceable when they are undiscriminating as to who 
stands in this relation to them, and above all, when they themselves do 
not contribute to this mutual understanding very strongly, but are mostly 
passengers. But the opposite of the influenceable lightweight may not be 
the total monad; rather it is a being whose conversations are profound, 
with selected interlocutors, and equally shaped by himself. The ideal of 
understanding oneself all alone strangely ignores the way in which un- 
derstanding requires language, and language is bound to conversation. 

The clarity language brings through articulation is linked with the clar- 
ity through presentation in public space. Language discloses, to use Hei- 
degger's term, in these two related ways. The connection is close, because 
at the beginning it is an identity. We learn language in conversation, and 
hence the original acquisition of articulacy is something we do, rather 
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than I do. Later we learn to do it to some extent on our own. But we do 
! so in a language which is ours, and hence in principle our formulations 

should always be capable of being common formulations. That is why 
I 

they are all in principle addressed to others, and open to criticism by 
others. And for certain key matters, the human significances among them, 
the connection between the attainment of clarity and continuing conver- 

I sation is never relaxed very far. 
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All this leads to a very different view of the person. We can leap back to 
the beginning where the person was seen to be an agent-plus. The 'plus' 
consisted in self-awareness, valuation, choice. But these could be thought 
to be powers of the individual. And this is how the representative view 
tends to take them. These are powers the individual has of representative 
consciousness, imposing values, and choosing. 

But I have tried to draw a very different portrait. Being a person is 
being self-aware, but this is inseparable from being open to different sig- 
nificances, the specifically human ones, which can't be reduced to the 
vital and the sentient. These involve our being open to strong evalua- 
tions, which have to be treated as assessments, rather than as conferrals 
of preference. And they are bound up with language, disclosed in lan- 
guage. This finally makes clear why our human feelings and emotions are 
constituted by our understanding of them. They are shaped by the lan- 
guage in which they are disclosed. This is reflected both in the fact the 
different cultures have both different emotive languages and a different 
gamut of emotions; and also in the fact that we are always struggling to 
find the right way of thinkingttalking about ourselves. 

But language as the locus of disclosure is not an activity of the individ- 
ual primarily, but of the language community. Being a person cannot be 
understood simply as exercising a set of capacities I have as an individual, 
on all fours with my capacity to breathe, walk, and the like. On the 
contrary, I only acquire this capacity in conversation, to use this as a 
term of art for human linguistic interchange in general; I acquire it in a 
certain form within this conversation, that of my culture; and I only 
maintain it through continued interchange. We could put it this way: I 
become a person and remain one only as an interlocutor. 

This doesn't mean simply that the representativist view is wrong. I 
want to judge it so philosophically, but it ought to be interesting to us 
for another reason. It follows from the view I developed here that men 
are self-interpreting animals, as I said above. They are persons in part 
because they understand themselves as persons, that is, are open to the 
characteristically human significances, and are open to them through lan- 
guage and the interpretations enshrined in their language. There are dif- 
ferent ways of being a person, and these are linked with different under- 
standings of what it is to be a person. This doesn't mean that all are of 
equal value. Some may be based on illusion and distortion. But it still is 
the case that they inform a certain manner of being, however wrong. 



Thus it is not just sufficient to denounce a wrong view, we also have to 
understand it as a self-interpretation; understand the way of being a per- 
son which it helps sustain. And of course, it may turn out that this way 
is not all bad, and can be improved by removing the false self-under- 
standing, that is, something importantly continuous with it will emerge. 

What is interesting from this point of view in the representativist view 
is that it is an attempt to interiorize personhood, to read these powers as 
possessions of the individual. A proper theory of the person should help 
us to understand what is afoot in this centuries-long cultural shift which 
is basic to our civilisation. I think there are three points which may help 
in this, and which emerge from the above account. The first is the notion 
of public space. Language discloses, but in public space. But this is not 
necessarily seen as linked with human language. The public space of dis- 
closure can be identified with some region of the cosmos, some physical 
or mythical region, for instance. It can be some sacred space; or it can be 
the space of social intercourse but seen as independent of the actual con- 
versation of men. By space of disclosure, I mean the locus where things 
emerge at thier fullest, clearest, most salient; where the archetypes emerge, 
perhaps if the reigning view allows of archetypes. For Plato, this space 
was that of the ideas. But if we turn not to philosophers, but to earlier 
societies, there may be a host of answers to this. It may be some sacred 
space, some mythical region, as mentioned above. O r  it may be that there 
are many, and not a single such space. 

The first important set of changes connected with the development of 
the modern subjedperson involves the unification of these spaces - without 
which the modern conception of a unified personality may not be possi- 
ble - and then interiorization. Finally, the space of disclosure is con- 
sidered to be inside, in the 'mind'. We may want to judge this in the end 
as fanciful a view as the ones which preceded it, but this doesn't dispense 
us from understanding the process of self-transformation which was partly 
constituted in this shift. 

The second important set of changes concerns the place of articulation. 
A view which places the space of disclosure outside of us, in real or myth- 
ical or metaphysical space, obviously puts human articulacy in the shade, 
gives it no important role. The articulation is seen as already there, in the 
structure of things. The world itself is to be understood in terms of mean- 
ings, and meaning-connections. 

A parallel movement to interiorization undermines this perception of 
cosmic meanings. It stresses the important role of human language in 
setting the classification of things in the world. I am thinking here of the 
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nominalist tradition, and its important place in the development of mod- 
ern thought. But this nominalist outlook tends to be blind to the nature 
of linguistic expression, its power of disclosure, and particularly its social 
dimension. 

Thirdly, it may be useful to follow the different readings of our status 
as interlocutor. The fact that we are human only in conversation may be 
recognised in earlier societies in relation to extrahuman, or non-living 
interlocutors; that we can maintain ourselves only in interchange with 
spirits, or ancestors. Or there may be more than one level of life which 
corresponds to interchange with different interlocutors. This sense of de- 
pendency has been abolished as well by the movement of interiorisation, 
which suppressed altogether the sense that we are persons only as inter- 
locutors; and gave us a view of the subject as capable of purely inner, 
monological thought; of this monological thought as preceding any con- 
versation. 

These are three dimensions in which we might follow the development 
of the modern notion of a person. And together they might point beyond 
to a post-interiorised understanding, in which we could preserve the modern 
understanding of freedom, responsibility, individual originality, while re- 
instating the insights about significance and conversation which have been 
lost. There is, of course, a broad movement of modern culture which 
attempts something like this, but this is too big a subject to go into here. 

2 
Perhaps I could try to connect the above rambling reflections with Mauss's 
programme. 

The first point to be made briefly is about the genesis of the 'moi'. 
Mauss seems to hold that there is always a kind of sense of self: 'it is 
evident. . . that there has never existed a human being who has not been 
aware, not only of his body but also of his individuality, both spiritual 
and physical'. But what Mauss wants to study is the development of the 
notion of the'self. I'd like to substitute something else for this distinction. 
Human beings always have a sense of their individuality. At the limit, 
when the wild boar charges in my direction, I know that it is this life 
which is in danger. But being a person is more than being an agent. It is 
also to be capable of strong evaluation, to be open to the peculiarly hu- 
man significances. These arise only in language, and are shaped by the 
different interpretations offered of them in language. But it is not only 
the significances themselves which can admit of different interpretations 
- pride, honour, dignity, purity, and so on. There also can be different 
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interpretations of what it is to be open to them, that is, to accede to a 
fully human life, as against that of a lower form of agent. 

In our day, we tend to think of these as capacities anchored biologi- 
cally in members of our species; they only need normal conditions of 
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nurture for the standard senses of morality, shame, honour, personal worth 
to mature in them. They emerge at the ontogenetically appropriate mo- 
ment in everyone's inner experience, feelings, reactions. But we can spec- 
ulate that some earlier societies may have had a radically different under- 
standing, a radically externalist one. Acceding to the status of full human 
subject (to use our language), for example, becoming a subject of per- 
sonal honour, that is, a candidate for honour or dishonour, for satisfac- . 
tion or wounding of honour, is only possible within what I have called a 
certain space of disclosure. This space may be defined socially, that is, by 
who can participate, although the definition may also be cosmic, in the 
sense that the participants are seen as having affinities with certain re- 
gions, animals, and so forth, and almost surely it will also be defined 
ritually: the space has to be brought on or renewed by some acts of 
heightened significance which re-affirm it. 

This is the theoretical direction I'd like to go in to explore the ethno- 
graphical material of the kind Mauss cites in the first part of his lecture. 
I'd want to see this kind of way of life as grounded on an interpretation 
which sees the status of agent-plus as residing not in us but in a region 
outside us to which we must accede. What is relevant is not the capacity 
to have some inner sense of the human significances - this is a typically 
'internalist' way of understanding it - but rather access to some force or 
to some region which lies outside of us. 

Naturally these interpretations are sensitive, in a way we have partly 
lost, to the way in which we accede to the status of human subjects through 
being taken up as interlocutors in an exchange that pre-exists us. Indeed, 
that this is one of the fundamental structures of human life is what pro- 
vides the basis for such an interpretation. And this may help explain the 
importance of personae and names in some of the societies examined. 
Being given a name is being inducted into a linguistic exchange, being 
designated as an interlocutor. One of the root ideas behind some of these 
early interpretations may be that one comes to full status as agent-plus 

1 by being inducted as interlocutor into some great conversation, which is 
alone the locus of agents-plus. To have the name, or perhaps the mask, 
is to be the interlocutor. Indeed, the individuality of the historical indi- 1 

I vidual may be secondary, and his identity may fade into that of the con- 

! tinuing interlocutor, a role taken up by succeeding generations. All this 



would seem less bizarre to us if we understood better the way language 
is linked to conversation, and both to the disclosure of human signifi- 
cance. 

Starting from this angle, we can perhaps understand the development 
of 'le moi' as an interiorisation. But not in one fell swoop. Perhaps one 
crucial stage along the way involves a re-interpretation of the space of 
disclosure, making it progressively less confined and parochial, either to 
some special social groups, or to some region, or to some special rituals. 
At the end of this line of development we might see a philosophy like 
that of Plato: being properly human still means being in contact with 
some privileged space of disclosure; but this is no longer tied to any social 
group, is utterly unlinked with ritual - rather we have access to it through 
reason and contemplation; and in a sense, all men are in some way linked 
to it, in that all in a sense love it although the many fail to understand, 
fail that is of proper and full access. 

The kind of self-interpretation of which this philosophy represents a 
highly articulate version utterly banishes earlier views of specialised spaces 
of disclosure, so that they even cease to be fully comprehensible. In a 
sense, we might argue that early polis life involved such a notion of a 
specialised public space, that in which citizens were recognised as com- 
petitors and interlocutors. Plato's philosophy was very hostile to this 
agonistic way of life. The Republic abolishes this kind of space. But it 
was starting from the basis of this kind of interpretation that the modern 
movement towards interiorisation properly speaking took place. This in- 
volved in some stages a total suppression of any recognition of a space 
of disclosure, and its replacement in one very influential family of inter- 
pretations by a purely inner space, in the 'mind'. What makes man an 
agent-plus arises purely within the mind. Indeed, it is having a mind and 
self-consciousness which makes us a person. We are back to the roots of 
the view of the person which stresses consciousness and representation 
which I argyed against earlier. 

This view is tremendously influential in modern society and culture. It 
may be transposed in more materialist and biological form, but it still 
emerges in the view that our being persons resides in the fact that there 
develops within each of us in the normal course of growth the appro- 
priate senses. And that is the view we tend to be trapped in today, so that 
the outlooks of earlier societies are close to incomprehensible to us. It is 
true that hints of less ihternalist views are still around, or have been re- 
introduced. We can see this in certain modern philosophies, or in another 
way in modern nationalism. But the dominant view is internalist. 



How faithful have I been to Mauss? I think there is some kind of rough 
correspondence. The distinction senselnotion, I'd like to express in terms 
of the notion of interpretation; and like him I'd like to outline very sche- 
matically three great phases in the development of the modern interpre- 
tation of the self: the first in which personality is an interlocutor's role 
that exists in some special space which we have to accede to; the second . 
in which humanity still consists in being in relation to some space, or 
interlocutor to divinity, but it is now de-localised - ancient Stoicism, 
early Christianity represent paradigm cases of this; the third involves the 
interiorisation of personhood: it starts with the definition strbstantia ra- 
tionalis individua and ends up generating the modern notion of the indi- 
vidual as monad. 

Like Mauss, too, I'd like to be able to argue that there is something 
very valuable which has emerged from this development, that something 
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has been gained in our self-interpretations. But I also think that some- 
thing has been lost in the interiorisation, particularly an understanding 
of the significance of being an interlocutor. Is this one of the sources of 
'le culte du moi' which Mauss condemns as an 'aberration'? In any case, 
it certainly shows that something needs to be done to develop this inter- 
pretation, 'to express it better'. 



Conclusion 

Steven Lukes 

A magnificent answer - but what was the question? That is how a reflec- 
tive reader might reasonably respond to Mauss's provocative and per- 
plexing essay. If the other essays in this volume succeed in helping to 
answer that question, they will have gone a long way. They do, by impli- 
cation, show that Mauss's question was not one but several questions, 
and that some of these questions are intimately related. They also offer 
some intriguing answers, some agreeing with Mauss, others disagreeing. 
In this concluding essay, I shal1,try to distinguish these questions and 
identify some of the answers, agreements and disagreements. 

The first and most obvious fact about the object, or subject matter, of 
the essay, and this volume, is its inherently theoretical character. It is not 
possible to specify it in a theory-free manner, and theoretical agreement 
or  consensus in this area is not readily to be expected. Accordingly, every 
attempt to state what is being discussed embodies a distinctive view about 
it, and language only compounds the problem, since every way of making 
such a statement uses terms which standardly suggest one such view rather 
than another. Hence the revealing complexity of Mauss's very title: are 
we dealing with a 'category' or a 'notion', and, if either, in what sense? 
Are the 'person' and the 'self' equivalent or distinct? If the latter, with 
which are we concerned and how are they related? (And are these equiv- 
alent to 'personne' and 'moi'?) We found this problem in choosing a title 
for the volume as a whole, and, again revealingly, could find no satisfac- 
tory, non-question-begging single, overall title. 

I shall try to identify some alternative answers to the question of what 
is at issue. What are Mauss and our other contributors inquiring into, 



and what q t h o d s  are appropriate to their inquries? What, in short, is 
this book about? 

A transcendental illusion 
It is often said that the Durkheimians were seeking to give sociological 
answers to Kantian questions. Yet, on Kant's view, which is not Mauss's, 
the self, or thinking subject (das Ich), is not a category, but 'the vehicle 
of all concepts' and itself transcendental but not knowable. What is illu- 
sory here is any claim that one might 'know what he is in himself'.' As 
Steven Collins writes in this volume, 

I can know with absolute certainty that I am; I can know myself, know 
what I am, to a greater or lesser degree, in terms of the empirically apparent 
person or self that I appear to myself to be; but I cannot know anything 
about what I am, in terms of my real self. 

As Kant wrote, beyond the self as it appears in experience, a man 

must suppose there to be something else which is its ground - namely his 
ego as this may be constituted in itself; and thus as regards mere perception 
and the capacity for receiving sensations he must count himself as belong- 
ing to the sensible world, but as regards whatever there may be in him of 
pure activity (whatever comes into consciousness, not through affection of 
the sense, but immediately) he must count himself as belonging to the in- 
tellectual world, of which, however, he knows nothing f ~ r t h e r . ~  

In short, 'the' self proper, as it exists in itself', the 'transcendental subject', 
is to us, and necessarily, 'an unknown being'.3 It is, on the other hand, 
presupposed by all experience, and by Kant's ethics. Plainly, it was not, 
in itself, a fit subject of inquiry at all, least of all of empirical inquiry. In 
any case, Kant's subject matter was 'reason itself and pure thinking' and 
'to obtain complete knowledge of these, there is no need to go far afield, 
since I come upon them in my own self'.4 But of the nature of that self I 
can know nothing. 

A fundamental category 
Abandon Kant's metaphysics, with its distinction between the sensible 
and intellectual worlds, and a second answer, or rather range of answers, 
comes into view. We are now dealing with a 'category of the mind', and 
this was in part both Durkheim's and Mauss's (neo-Kantian) view. This 
is. that the 'category of the person' is 'one of a certain number of essential 
notions which dominate all our intellectual life', 'like the framework of 
the understanding', which 'are distinguished from all other knowledge 
by their universality and necessity' and "independent of every particular 
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subject . . . constitute the common ground where all minds meet'.5 As 
Mauss put it, 'the idea of a "person", the idea of "self" ' was 'one of the 
categories of the human mind - one of the ideas we believe to be innate' 
(falsely) and whose 'social origins and successive forms', in the Durkhei- 
mian manner, he traces. 

Now, we should try to make precise exactly what, on this view, is 
being claimed. It is that there is a 'universal and necessary' framework of 
thinking which is like an 'anatomical structure' that takes different 'forms' 
in 'various times and in various places', taking on 'flesh and blood, sub- 
stance and form in modern times' when it has become 'clear and precise'. 
In other words, a certain structure of thinking concerning the person or 
self is held to be fundamental, universal and necessary, but to take differ- 
ent forms in different contexts. It is fundamental in the sense that it is 
basic to the rest of human thinking; universal in that it is to be found in 
all human cultures, in varying forms, however distorted or impoverished; 
and necessary in being inescapable for beings like us living in what is 
recognisably a society. What, then, is this structure? How is it to be char- 
acterised, independently of its varying substantial forms? There is a range 
of answers to this question, from narrow to wide. 

The narrowest answer, which is cited by Mauss, is simply the use of 
the personal reflexive pronoun. In this form, the person is, arguably, fun- 
damental, universal and necessary, but it is not Mauss's concern. Nor is 
what he calls the 'sense of self', man's awareness 'not only of his body, 
but also of his individuality, both spiritual and physical', which Mauss 
explicitly sees as fundamental, universal and necessary. 

A modern formulation of this narrow sense is to be found in P. F. 
Strawson's Individuals, according to which the concept of a person 
(understood as 'the concept of a type of entity such that both predicates 
ascribing states of consciousness and predicates ascribing corporeal char- 
acteristics, a physical situation &c. are equally applicable to an individ- 
ual entity of tliat type')6 is one of those 'categories and concepts which, in 
their most fundamental character, change not at all'. It is part of that 
'massive central core of human thinking which has no history', not a 
product of 'the most refined thinking' but one of 'the commonplaces of 
the least refined thinking' and yet part of 'the indispensable core of the 
conceptual equipment of the most sophisticated human beings'.' More- 
over, persons are among 'the basic or fundamental particulars' and 'con- 
cepts of other types of particular must be seen as secondary in relation to 
the concepts of these'.8 But this answer to the question is, not yet suffi- 
ciently wide. 
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1 What preoccupies Mauss, and the contributors to this volume, is, rather, 
'the notion or concept that different men in different ages have formed' 

, of the person in the narrow sense - more particularly 'according to their 
systems of law, religion, customs, social structures and morality'. What 
is this wider 'notion or concept' or structure of thinking concerning the 
person that is held to be fundamental, universal and necessary? 

Is it, perhaps, a structure of sentiments, including moral sentiments - 
a 'general framework of attitudes' that 'we are given with the fact of 
human s ~ c i e t y ' ? ~  This is a thought elsewhere suggested by Strawson: that 
there is a 'natural human commitment to ordinary inter-personal atti- 
tudes' that is 'part of the general framework of human life'. These com- 
prise non-detached 'reactive attitudes', such as gratitude, resentment, for- 
giveness, love and hurt feelings; the more impersonal or 'vicarious' reactive 
attitudes we associate with morality, such as indignation and disap- 
proval; and 'self-reactive attitudes associated with demands on oneself 
for others', such as feeling obliged .and feeling compunction, guilt, re- 
morse, responsibility, and 'the moi-e complicated phenomenon of shame'. 
Strawson concedes that 'no. doubt my own descriptions of human atti- 
tudes have reflected local and temporary features of our own culture' but 
claims that 'an awareness of a variety of forms should not prevent us 
from acknowledging that in the absence of any forms of these attitudes 
it is doubtful that we should have anything that we could find intelligible 
as a system of human relationships, as human society'.1° 

This is certainly one way of expanding the category of the person - 
and certainly it bears directly on the themes of Taylor's essay in this 
volume. Moreover, it raises acute questions in turn, suggested by Straw- 
son's concession: are (all or some of) these inter-personal attitudes, thus 
charaaerised, really fundamental, universal and necessary, and must they 
be presupposed before any intelligible human relationships can be dis- 
covered? To this question I shall return. But, in any case, Mauss, and 
most of our contributors, expand the category of the person in another 
direction, seeing it rather as a structure of beliefs. 

For them, the 'anatomical structure' that has 'taken on' a 'succession 
of forms' is, I suggest, a set of very general beliefs that can perhaps be 
seen as involved in the attitudes indicated and as underlying the varying 
forms of 'law, religion, customs, social structure and mentality'. These 
beliefs can best be seen, perhaps, as a series of answers to some or all of 
such very general questions as: What distinguishes human persons from 
other conscious agents? How are we to understand the relation of the 
individual to 'society? How does the self relate to the roles it plays, and 



to its ends, or purposes? In what does the unity of an individual's life 
consist? In other words, certain answers, or elements of answers to such 
basic questions are taken to be inescapable - and thus to be fundamental, 
universal and necessary (to beings like us). Various accounts of what 
such answers might be are to be found in this volume. All, interestingly, 
employ what we might call a strategy of 'deep interpretation'." They 
discern an underlying structure of belief beneath the varying cultural forms; 
and they interpret these forms as expressing or representing that struc- 
ture, more or less adequately. Indeed, they allow (and this is partly what 
makes such interpretation appear 'deep') that some forms misrepresent 
and distort the underlying structure (for explicable reasons) and can be 
interpreted as such misrepresentations and distortions. 

The Durkheimian account, which Mauss both exemplifies and modi- 
fies, has certain distinctive features. The person, on this account, was 
homo duplex, split, as Pascal said, between angel and beast, between 
mind and body, between 'the intellectual and moral life' and 'sensations 
and the sensual appetites'. For Durkheim, this traditional theme of both 
philosophy and religion expressed a real 'constitutional duality' within 
the individual: that individual had 'a double existence . . . the one purely 
individual and rooted in our organisms, the other social and nothing but 
an extension of society'. In every age, Durkheim wrote, 'man has been 
intensely aware of this duality', and 

a belief that is as universal and permanent as this cannot be purely illusory. 
There must be something in man that gives rise to this feeling that his 
nature is dual, a feeling that men in all known civilisations have experi- 
enced. Psychological analysis has, in fact, confirmed the existence of this 
duality: it finds it at  the very heart of our inner life.12 

There was moreover a true antagonism between these two aspects of the 
individual's existence, a permanent tension between the demands of so- 
cial life and those of his individual, organic nature, a tension which only 
increased with the advance of civilisation (a thought Durkheim shared 
with Freud). In short, Durkheim interpreted the beliefs, and more partic- 
ularly the religious beliefs, of all cultures (including his own) as in part 
ways of interpreting, in more or less coded form, this permanent duality 
of society and individual and the tension between them. (Consider, in 
this volume, for exaniple, ~anderson's orthodox Brahman, who achieved 
'depersonalisation within the scrupulous execution of his obligatory rites 
through the renunciation of all personalising motivation'; and Elvin's 
account of the philosophical crisis in China in the second half of the 



fourth century B.c., one aspect of which was the opposition between 
human nature and the demands of society.) 

Mauss too focusses upon both the duality and the growth of the ten- 
sion, and representations of it. Among the Pueblo, the person is seen as 
'absorbed in his clan', yet already detached from it in ceremonial; among 
the Romans, 'persons' are both ritually linked to society and their ances- 
tors and the bearers of rights, and, with the Stoics, come to acquire 'a 
sense of being conscious, independent, autonomous, free and responsi- 
ble' (a consciousness which then entered the law); with Christianity and 
modern secular philosophy, 'the revolution in mentalities is accom- 
plished' so that we are both social beings and bearers of 'metaphysical 
and moral value', indeed sacred beings. Furthermore, Mauss refined and 
extended Durkheim's conception of 'society' (seeing for example the North 
American Indians' social system as 'a vast exchange of rights, goods and 
services, property, dances, ceremonies, privileges and ranks', thus allow- 
ing for more complex relations between 'society' and the 'individual'. In 
particular, he notices the notion of 'role' - the 'role played by the indi- 
vidual in sacred dramas, just as he plays a role in family life' - observing 
that this 'formula is found in very primitive societies and subsists in so- 
cieties to the present day'. 

It is this rich idea, of the entwining of self and role, the fusion of man 
and mask, that is taken up by Hollis who is concerned with 'the way to 
conceptualise self and role' and 'what has remained unchanging in this'. 
(One might look to George Herbert Mead for further, highly developed 
reflections on this theme. His 'social theory of the self' seeks to explain 
how it can be, in all societies and cultures, that 'all selves are constituted 
by or in terms of the social process, and are individual reflections of it' 
while 'every individual self has its own peculiar individuality, its own 
unique pattern').13 Hollis proposes the 'core idea' of 'personal agency' 
which 'cannot be expunged in certain cultures' (as La Fontaine claims 
with respect to the Gahuku-Gama, as described by Read). This idea in- 
vokes roles that constrain and enable, and intelligent social actors who 
must interpret their import. Thus Antigone exemplifies this idea in her 
'anguished fusion of self and role'; and what distinguishes the modern 
view is the idea that we construct all of our social identity. But Hollis's 
central conclusion is that 

human beings have slowly learned to express what has all along underlain 
their universal sense of self. The Pueblo expressed it by regarding himself 
both as a clansman absorbed into his clan and as identical with his own 
ancestor, the ancient Greek by recognising choice as an aspect of institu- 
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tional role, the Roman by making the cognomen a source of personal rights, 
the medieval Christian by ascribing duties to the soul. 

Hollis suggests that certain modern conceptions of the self, specifically 
those stemming from empiricism - from Hobbes, Hume and Bentham - 
distort and conceal the true view, that is, however, universally sensed if 
not universally clearly understood. 

Taylor likewise argues against a distorting account of what he takes to 
be the inescapably true view. He criticises the 'representativist' view of 
the person (to which self-awareness, valuation and choice are central) as 
'based on illusion and distortion' and on a misleading 'attempt to inter- 
iorise personhood'. He proposes, instead, a view that shows persons to 
be self-interpreting agents 'open to the peculiarly human significances' 
which arise only within language and are disclosed within public space 
between interlocutors. He can be read as suggesting that this understand- 
ing, or 'anatomical structure' of beliefs, can be seen as taking different 
forms in different cultures - yielding different ways of identifying public 
space (cosmic, mythical, social) and different readings of people's status ! 
as interlocutors. And he proposes an alternative story to that of Mauss - 
an overall process of de-localisation and unification, with Plato, the Stoics I 

and early Christianity (Dumont's essay is pertinent here, tracing the 'uni- 
fication of the field and the conversion of the individual to this world') l 
and the eventual interiorisation of personhood which 'suppressed alto- i 

gether the sense that we are persons only as interlocutors' and 'ends up 
generating the modern notion of the individual as monad', a movement 
that involves a significant loss of understanding. 

These three accounts of what Mauss's 'deep structure' might be are all 
attempts to grapple with what can be said about the most general fea- 
tures of society and about what beliefs about the nature of its subjects 
they impose and require us to presuppose in investigating and interpret- 
ing its particular forms. The claim that the 'person' is a fundamental 
category thus has two aspects. First, it is to say that a certain structure of 
thinking about persons arises out of completely general features of social 
existence (what Collins calls 'human predicaments') and is in this sense 
unavoidable to minimally rational beings in all cultures, though they may 
be differently expressed and understood, and with greater or less clarity 
or depth, and may even be explicitly denied within certain theoretical 
traditions or in certain segments of people's lives. It is in this sense, as 
Meyer Fortes has put it, that 'the notion of the person in the Maussian 
sense is intrinsic in the very nature of the structure of human society and 
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human social behaviour everywhere'14 (an observation which neatly cap- 
tures the sense in which the category is both necessary and universal). 
Second, it can be seen as a hermeneutic injunction: to read and interpret 
the explicit and implicit ideas of different cultures as versions, or perver- 
sions, of some such core notion or deep structure. 

A range of explicit theories 
This leads me to the next two answers to the question: what is the object 
of our inquiries? The first is that we are dealing with articulated theories 
and intellectual structures, involving systematisation and abstraction, de- 
veloped by full-time specialists. This is also, in part, Mauss's view, at 
least when he deals with Stoicism, Christianity and modern Western con- 
ceptions. On this view, we are concerned with what intellectuals, philos- 
ophers, interpreters of texts, priests and religious specialists have had to 
say about the person or self, cooking, as Sanderson puts it, metaphysical 
systems out of the raw material of what is implicit in ordinary social life. 
We are concerned, in short, with bodies of theory that have a certain 
coherence and internal development over time. Of course, it may be held, 
as it was by Mauss and the Durkheimians, that such theories express the 
collective representations of a given society. (Thus, for example, Dur- 
kheim could write of the France of his time as divided between the 'in- 
dividualism of Kant and Rousseau, of the spiritualistes, that . . . of the 
Declaration of the Rights of Man' and the 'narrow utilitarianism and 
utilitarian egoism of Spencer and the  economist^'.)'^ On this view, then, 
we are dealing with explicit and elaborated theoretical systems and tra- 
ditions. 

Such is the subject-matter of a number of our essays: notably, those by 
Dumont, Elvin, Sanderson and Carrithers. Thus Dumont treats of 'con- 
figurations of ideas and values' (as he does in his Homo Hierarchicus) 
through the study and interpretation of canonical texts. Interested in 
'universes of thought', he examines, in this case, Origen, Gelasius and 
Calvin, among others, in developing his thesis that the universe of 'mod- 
ern individualism' originated in another that was of 'the traditional ho- 
listic type' and that a transformation in the conception of the individual 
from 'outworldly' to 'inworldly' was central to that development. In early 
Christianity, there prevailed a world view of 'the same sociological type 
that we found in India', in which 'the individual had to recognise in the 
world an antagonistic factor'; with Calvin, we have 'the unification of 
the field and the conversion of the individual to this world'. 

Elvin, too, is largely concerned with traditions of thought, with 'schools', 



and with 'conceptions of the self' to be found in the poets and philoso- 
phers of Chinese antiquity, the Daoist philosophers, the Chinese theore- 
ticians of statecraft and in the writings of neo-Confucian philosophers. 
He displays some of the richness and variety of Chinese ideas relating to 
the person or self, in particular as it in turn relates to the cosmos, to 
nature and to the social whole, through the medium of extensive quota- 
tion from sophisticated texts. But, as he notes, these elaborated theoreti- 
cal notions are at some remove from the everyday view of the self, which 
the ancient Chinese share with us, 'in the non-devotional and non-phil- 
osophical parts of our lives', as 'a relatively coherent, enduring and self- 
contained entity that makes decisions, carries responsibilities, is pos- 
sessed by feelings, and, in general, can be said to have a fate, a fortune 
and a history'. 

Even more remote from such an everyday view (though rooted in it) is 
the 'sophisticated discourse of religious systems' and the 'visionary and 
magical cults seeking superhuman power' investigated by Sanderson 
through the medium of texts, from the philosophical and theological to 
the prescriptive and expository, in medieval Kashmir. His extended inter- 
pretation presents a range of 'sophisticated analyses of consciousness and 
personal identity' which are radically divergent from the Western tradi- 
tion. They do not derive the forces determining moral choice from within 
the social agent, but present rather an extraordinary range of variations 
on the themes of transpersonal power and personal purity, extending 
from a kind of Brahmanic 'solipsistic conformism', depersonalising the 
individual of all autonomous motivations, to the Tantric visions of the 
dissolution of all individuality through the cults of impurity. 

Finally, Carrithers, distinguishing between moi and personne theories, 
comments that these are both 'found in complex societies' and require 
'full-time specialists who . . . devote themselves, generation after genera- 
tion, to posing and answering increasingly subtle questions about such 
matters'.. His Suggestion is that his distinction marks distinct, if interre- 
lated, theoretical traditions, with 'their own development, their own logic, 
and their own relative autonomy'. The personne tradition is part of the 
social and legal history of the conception of the individual in respect of 
society as a whole, focussing on the person as the locus of relations of 
kinship, clan membership, citizenship, and so on. The moi tradition is 
concerned, rather, with the individual's relation to the natural and spiri- 
tual cosmos and his face-to-face relations with other moral agents and 
includes such doctrines as the Christian notion of the soul, Freudian the- 
ory and Buddhism. Roman law was, as Mauss saw, a decisive develop- 



ment of personne theorising ('abstract thought about humans or persons 
in a collectivity'); Buddhism likewise 'constituted a decisive step in hu- 
man thought about humans in relation to their mental and physical in- 
dividuality' which invokes both a universalistic psychological theory and 
a moral view. 

Buddhism was an archetypal moi theory (distorted and neglected in 
~ a u s s ' s  account), dwelling upon 'human mental and physical individu- 
ality in respect of the morally conceived social interaction of individuals 
within a material and spiritual order'. It represents a kind of extreme 
point in the range of explicit theories of the person, as it holds that the 
idea of the self is 'an imaginary, false belief which has no corresponding 
reality, and it produces harmful thoughts of "me" and "mine", selfish 
desire, craving, attachment, hatred, ill-will, conceit, pride, egotism, and 
other defilements, impurities and problems'.16 Buddhism is a cosmic view, 
a teaching of causes and effects, conceived in a naturalistic way, to- 
gether with an explanation of.the origins of the 'imaginary, false belief' 
and of its harmful effects. On the other hand, at the level of everyday, 
implicit, common-sense belief, there is plainly no undermining (though 
ideally there may be a transforming) of the everyday 'sense of self', the 
pursuit of self-interest and the mutual understanding and interaction be- 
tween persons as normally conceived. 

A range of implicit theories 
Which leads me to the next answer to our question: namely, that we are 
dealing with the interpretation of behaviour, practices, institutions and 
everyday beliefs in order to unearth underlying, and often unacknow- 
ledged, assumptions. This was certainly in part Mauss's approach, espe- 
cially in the earlier part of his essay. As Allen remarks, since it is 'embed- 
ded in beliefs and institutions of various kinds, the concept of the person 
is not the sort of entity that is immediately accessible'. As Mauss himself 
wrote, 'beneath the information of the best of the natives, Oceanian or 
American, the ethnographer must recover the deep phenomena, the ones 
which are almost unconscious, since they exist only in the collective tra- 
dition'.'' 

A clear statement of this position is to be found in Meyer Fortes's study 
of the concept of the person among the Tallensi: 

I shall try to give an account of the Tallensi notion of the person (in the 
Maussian sense) and of some of its correlates and implications, as the ac- 
tors see it. I shall try to show how the ideas, the beliefs, the linguistic 
usages, the dogmas and so forth - in short what the ethnographer repre- 
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sents as a conceptual scheme - are accessible to discovery primarily by 
reason of their realisation in the customary or institutionalised activities of 
people. 

Among the Tallensi there were no 'elites of priests, doctors, men of wis- 
dom and learning, who have a specialised (in some respects, esoteric) 
knowledge' of the subject in question. It was only 

by observing and conversing with the common man, so to speak, that one 
could see how the ideas and beliefs relating to such abstract notions as that 
of the person were channelled through his daily activities. They were more 
commonly exhibited in action and utterance than being formulated in ex- 
plicit terms.18 

We are, in short, dealing here with what have been called 'indigenous 
psychologies' - common-sense beliefs concerning oppositions such as 
selflnon-self, rnind/body, innerlouter, consciouslunconscious, wilVdestiny 
or fate, hot/cold, reason/emotion, upldown, publiclprivate, unitary 
selflfragmented self, subjectivelobjective. Rather than structures of ab- 
stract thought, we are dealing with functioning realities operating within 
society 'which play a key part in helping to fix the bounds of that very 
human nature, of which they are supposed to be a model'.19, 

This answer to the question of what we are investigating is to be found 
in the essays here by Lienhardt, La Fontaine and, to some extent, Mom- 
igliano. Thus Lienhardt, in presenting Dinka ideas of the person, cites 
folktales, humour and drama, songs, proverbs, daily conversation, the 
implications of Dinka idioms, etc. In this way he deploys his argument 
against 'too much one-sided stress on the collectivist orientation of Afri- 
can ideas of the person' and for the importance to Dinka, 'no matter how 
much store may be set by role and status, of individual, private, intellec- 
tual and emotional activities: the private self', of an 'inner, mysterious, 
individual activity', and the integration of 'moral and physical attributes 
of persons together within the physical matrix of the human body'. In- 
different to metaphysical speculation, Dinka achieved a distinctive inte- 
gration of thought and feeling in metaphor and bodily imagery. 

La Fontaine, whose essay draws on that of Fortes cited above and uses 
his approach, likewise refers to ethnographic material, but she seeks to 
draw general conclusions from comparisons between four non-Western 
societies and their contrast with the individualist West. Relating their 
indigenous psychologies to their social and political contexts, she seeks 
to show how their variant social forms are to be seen as shaped by the 
principles which underlie the major social institutions and determine the 
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nature of authority or succession to office. So for the Tallensi, person- 
hood is the fulfilment of social roles, the culmination of a moral career, 
whereas the Taita allow for greater influence of an actor on his role. In 
the modern West, it is defined by the legal principles of the nation-state. 
Among the strangely desocialised Gahuku-Gama, because, it seems, the 
distinction between the individual and his social role is not drawn, La 
Fontaine concludes there is no general category of personhood - a con- - 
elusion Hollis gravely doubts. 

Finally, Momigliano also engages in a kind of unearthing of implicit 
assumptions - though he does so by interpreting the writings of intellec- 
tuals and 'specialists' - historians, biographers and autobiographers. 
Disputing the stereotypical view that the Greeks lacked a concept of the 
personality and of the inner life, Momigliano argues that classical histo- 
riography built up 'images of individuals from given evidence'; later Greek 
and Roman biography 'wrestled with the problem of how to use external 
evidence to build up a character - or, if you prefer, a person'; and 'Greek 
and Roman historians, and especially biographers, talked about individ- 
uals in a manner which is not distant from our own', while early auto- 
biographies may have helped towards the recognition of a person with a 
definite character, purpose and achievement'. Plutarch's heroes and Di- 
ogenes' philosophers 'look like persons to us', which leads us to the fifth 
view of our subject matter. How do 'we' see 'persons'? 

A modern Western achievement 
This view sees the object of our discussion as both culturally specific and 
a historical product - 'our' concept of the person (which, however, is 
widely and falsely thought to be 'innate', 'natural' and unchanging). This 
view was certainly, in part, Mauss's view. His evolutionary story culmi- 
nates in the 'anatomical structure' taking on flesh and blood and becom- 
ing 'clear and precise'; it becomes identified with 'self-knowledge and the 
psychological consciousness' and 'a fundamental form of thought and 
action'. It is 'formulated only for us, among us' and invokes the 'sacred 
character of the human "person".' In arguing thus, Mauss was a true 
Durkheimiani seeing the modern liberal West (and above all republican 
France) as based upon the modern secular religion of individualism - a 
brave view to advance in 1938. 

Among our contributors, Allen defends Mauss's grand 'evolutionary 
perspective', while Carrithers is sceptical of a 'grand procession through 
history', suggesting, of both moi and personne theories, that we must 
think more of 'distinct episodes moving toward no very clear conclusion'. 



In substance, Dumont is probably closest to Mauss's evolutionary story 
and his conception of 'the modern individualY,2O and Sanderson farthest 
from it, expressing considerable scepticism that this lies 'at the summit 
of evolution'. And, as we have seen, both Taylor and Hollis see certain 
prevalent conceptions of the person, abroad in philosophy and the hu- 
man sciences, as severely deficient and d i s t o r t i ~ e . ~ ~  

What is clear is that one may reasonably question not only Mauss's 
evolutionism and his claim that there is an overall story: on these points, 
Carrithers's arguments and suggestions are very fertile and should gen- 
erate yet further distinctions and further stories. We must also place 
Mauss's vision of modernity and its conception of the person or self 
alongside other, less sanguine views. I shall, in conclusion, refer to just 
two. Both raise large questions about the culmination of Mauss's story 
in a modern world in which the person becomes a sacred being, the pos- 
sessor of metaphysical and moral value and of moral consciousness - the 
bearer of rights and responsibilities, the source of autonomous motiva- 
tion and rational decision, valuing privacy and capable of self-develop- 
ment. According to the first, this constellation of ideas is a construction 
that is part of a larger story that includes the massive growth of surveil- 
lance, discipline and control. According to the second, it represents an 
ideal that is, under modern conditions, increasingly impossible to attain, 
as both the social identity and the inner unity of the person are dissolved. 

For Michel Foucault, the modern conception of the individual is an 
artificially constructed unity, naturally associated with the language of 
morality and law, with notions of sovereignty, rights, rationality, respon- 
sibility, sanity and sexuality. In his genealogies of epistemes, medicalisa- 
tion, madness, punishment and sexuality, Foucault deconstructs the modern 
subject by investigating the institutions and norms that have formed it, 
which include apparatuses of discipline and control, of confinement, 
treatment, rehabilitation and therapy. The autonomous, rational and 
normal self is sustained by how society deals with unreason, madness, 
delinquency and perversity - through an 'on-going subjugation, at the 
level of those continuous and uninterrupted processes which subject our 
bodies, govern our gestures, dictate our behaviours, etc.'. In this way, 
subjection is 'a constitution of subjects'. The 'individual is not to be thought 
of as a sort of elementary nucleus, a primitive atom', but rather it is 

one of the prime effects of power that certain bodies, certain gestures, cer- 
tain discourses, certain desires, come to be identified and constituted as 
individuals. . . . The individual which power has constituted is at the same 
time its vehicle. 



In ~ o u c a u l t ' s  vision, 

Modern society . . . from the nineteenth century up to our own day, has 
been characterised, on the one hand, by a legislation, a discourse, an or- 
ganisation based on public right, whose principle of articulation is the so- 
cial body and the delegative status of each citizen; and, on the other hand, 
by a closely linked grid of disciplinary coercions whose purpose is in fact 
to assure the cohesion of this same social body.22 

Consider, finally, the vision of Robert Musil, which carries M a x  We- 
ber's theme of rationalisation to a refined extreme. It portrays a social 
world whose implicit conceptions and  explicit theories become ever more 
impersonal and in which the individual n o  longer has a clearly defined 
and  intelligible historically given social identity and is no  longer a unify- 
ing centre of experience and  a locus of personal responsibility. As Musil's 
hero, Ulrich, reflects: 

In earlier times one could be an individual with a better conscience than 
one can today. People used to be like the stalks of corn in the field. They 
were probably more violently flung to and fro by God, hail, fire, pestilence 
and war than they are today, but it was collectively, in terms of towns, of 
countrysides, the field as a whole; and whatever was left to the individual 
stalk in the way of personal movement was something that could be an- 
swered for and was clearly defined. Today, on the other hand, responsibili- 
ty's point of gravity lies not in the individual but in the relations between 
things. Has one not noticed that experiences have made themselves inde- 
pendent of man? They have gone on to the stage, into books, into the 
reports of scientific institutions and expeditions, into communities based 
on religious or other conviction, which develop certain kinds of experience 
at the cost of all the others as in a social experiment; and insofar as expe- 
riences are not merely to be found in work, they are simply in the air. Who 
today can still say that his anger is really his own anger, with so many 
people butting in and knowing so much more about it than he does? There 
has arisen a world of qualities without a man to them, of experiences with- 
out anyone to experience them, and it almost looks as though under ideal 
conditions man would no longer experience anything at all privately and 
the comforting weight of personal responsibility would dissolve into a sys- 
tem of formulae for potential meanings. It is probably that the dissolution 
of the anthropocentric attitude (an attitude that, after so long seeing man 
as the centre of the universe, has been dissolving for some centuries now) 
has finally begun to affect the personality itself; for the belief that the most 
important thing about experience is the experiencing of it, and about deeds 
the doing of them, is beginning to strike most people as naive. Doubtless 
there are still people who experience things quite personally, saying 'we 
were at So-and-so's yesterday' or 'we'll do this or that today' and enjoying 
it without its needing to have any fprther content or significance. They like 
everything that their fingers touch, and are persons as purely private as is 



possible. The world becomes a private world as soon as it comes into con- 
tact with them, and shines like a rainbow. Perhaps they are very happy; 
but this kind of people usually appears absurd to the others, although it is 
as yet by no means established 

These, then, are the questions that Mauss's essay addresses: identifying a 
fundamental category, exhibiting a range of explicit and implicit theo- 
ries, and telling a story that culminates in the modern conception of the 
person. But this in turn raises a further question: namely, are these ques- 
tions independent of one another, or are they, as Mauss appears to have 
thought, all parts of a single overall question? Can they be explored in 
isolation from one another? More particularly, can explicit theories of 
the person be interpreted in isolation from implicit conceptions? Must 
the intepretation of either presuppose there to be a fundamental category 
of the person? And can it avoid the making of some connection with 'our' 
conception or conceptions? 

Obviously, the distinction between implicit and explicit theories is, in 
part, a matter of degree. Ways of thinking may be more or less articu- 
lated and reflected upon, theories may be more or less elaborated and 
systematic. But there is also a difference in kind here. Robin Horton has 
drawn a distinction between 'two distinct yet intimately complementary 
levels of thought and discourse': namely, 'primary theory' and 'secon- 
dary theory'. 'Primary theory', which 'does not differ very much from 
community to community or from culture to culture', gives 'the world a 
foreground filled with middle-sized . . . enduring, solid objects,' related 
spatially and causally, and distinguishing between human beings and other 
objects, and between self and others. 'Secondary theory', by contrast, 
shows 'startling differences in kind as between community and commu- 
nity, culture and culture'. It makes reference to 'hidden' entities and pro- 
cesses (such as gods and spirits in traditional African thought and cur- 
rents, particles and waves in modem Western thought) by which it purports 
to explain the given world of primary theory, whose surface manifesta- 
tions and limited causal vision it purports to transcend.24 

The distinction between primary and secondary theory does not, of 
course, correspond to that between implicit and explicit theory: the spir- 
itualistic world view of traditional African communities is, for Horton, a 
paradigm example of secondary theory. Nevertheless, it seems plausible 
to suggest that, in conceptualising the person, where secondary theory 
becomes explicit, the often esoteric preserve of religious or philosophical 
specialists, the scope for cultural variation greatly expands, as the con- 
straints set by practical livng contract. It is noticeable, in this volume, 
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that a number of contributors stress the parallels between everyday con- 
ceptions of the person and our own. The more exotic plants flourish in 
the hot-house of high theory. 

Just as secondary theory is rooted in and dependent upon primary the- 
ory, in various ways, so, we may suppose, is explicit theorising about the 
person rooted in and dependent upon implicit conceptions. It builds upon 
these, sometimes reacts against them and seeks in turn to transform them. 
Sanderson's examination of the Tantric cults in the context of Brahmanic 
conceptions (which, although given explicit theoretical formulation, are 
also implicit in the whole of Indian orthodox social behaviour) is a vivid 
example of these connections. Certainly, studying the interrelations be- 
tween implicit and explicit theories of the person in a given culture is 
likely to be highly illuminating about both; and it is hard to see how the 
study of either could be satisfactorily undertaken without engaging in it. 

Does such a study require the presupposition of a fundamental cate- 
gory of the person? The present volume does not, it seems to me, enable 
us to answer this question with confidence. It seems undeniable that the 
category in the narrow sense defined above is a presupposition of all 
inquiry, a part of primary theory which, as Horton puts it, 'provides the 
cross-cultural voyager with his cross-cultural bridgehead'.2s But what about 
the expanded version? Is any given set of Strawson's interpersonal atti- 
tudes or any specified set of general beliefs about persons a necessary 
presupposition of social inquiry? It is obvious enough that a number of 
Strawson's attitudes - love, guilt, responsibility, shame - are given, to 
say the least, remarkably different emphases in different cultures. Ac- 
cording to Adkins, for example, the 'concept of moral responsibility' among 
the Greeks from Homer to Aristotle 'undeniably held a minor p~s i t ion '~~ ;  
nor is it clear that all cultures exhibit what we would recognise as 'shame' 
or 'love' (though we may in turn doubt whether these are unitary con- 
cepts, rather than homonyms for a variety of loosely related attitudes). It 
would be rash, to say the least, to assume that just these attitudes must 
exist in all cultures, or that unless we presuppose that they do, we can 
discover nothing further about them. And, as for the suggested funda- 
mental structure of belief, it seems hard to suppose that either the dual- 
ism suggested by Durkheim or the notion of self and role stressed by 
Hollis are inescapable in the sense indicated. Perhaps the most we can 
say is that, in applying the so-called 'Principle of Humanity' (which coun- 
sels the minimising of unintelligibility) in the interpretation and transla- 
tion of beliefs, we must, as Grandy suggests, have 'some model of the 
agent that we use to assist us in making a prediction': success will 'de- 



pend heavily on the similarity of his belief-and-desire network to our 
own. . . . If a translation tells us that another person's desires and beliefs 
are connected in a way that is too bizarre for us to make sense of, then 
the translation is useless for our  purpose^'.^' We need, in short, some 
shared beliefs about and attitudes towards one another for interpretation 
and translation to get off the ground. But whether any determinate set 
can be specified is not clear. Perhaps the bridgehead is best thought of as 
floating. 

Finally, no such study could avoid reference to 'the idea of "person", 
the idea of "self ",' in its present 'still imprecise, delicate and fragile form', 
as 'each one of us finds it' - 'natural, clearly determined in the depths of 
his consciousness, completely furnished with the fundaments of the mo- 
rality which flows from it' as Mauss stated. For, in the first place, and 
most trivially, the bridgehead links 'us' to 'them'. And second, therefore, 
we are in need of an 'interpretative term' which serves, in translation and 
the reporting of indirect speech, 'both to render through stipulation an 
indigenous category and to suggest how that category might be under- 
stood'. Intepretation always involves a compromise - 'between adequacy 
to the things represented and effectiveness in the formation and formu- 
lation of ideas'.28 Obviously enough, such effectiveness will involve the 
making of connections - even if only by contrast - with our own con- 
ceptions. So, quite unsurprisingly, all our contributors do precisely this. 

But third, and more deeply, there is a further reason why reference to 
our modern notions of the 'person' or 'self' is inescapably part of any 
inquiry into other such notions. For, as both Taylor and Hollis make 
clear, there is an individualist mode of thought, distinctive of modern 
Western cultures, which, though we may criticise it in part or in whole, 
we cannot escape. It indelibly marks every interpretation we give of other 
modes of thought and every attempt we make to revise our own. 

Central to this mode of thought is a distinctive picture of the individual 
in relation to his roles and to his aims or purposes. To the former he 
exhibits role distance: confronting all possible roles, he may in principle 
adopt, perform or abandon any at will (though not all, and probably not 
even many, at once). Over the latter he exercises choice: as sovereign 
chooser, he decides between actions, conceptions of the good, plans of 
life, indeed what sort of a person to be. The will, choice, decision, eval- 
uation and calculation are central to this picture; and the individual to 
whom these features are essential thinks and acts as an autonomous, self- 
directing, independent agent who relates to others as no less autonomous 
agents. Other men, that is: for the individual, in this picture, is exclu- 



sively (or virtually so) male. For, as Mary Midgley has well said, the 
'whole idea of a free, independent, enquiring, choosing individual, an 
idea central to European thought, has always been essentially the idea of 
a male . . . taking for granted the love and service of non-autonomous 
females (and indeed often of the less enlightened males as well)'.29 It is a 
picture that has many well-known variants, from Hobbes through Ben- 
tham and the Utilitarians to modern existentialism. Some of these take 
extreme, caricatural forms: for Nietzsche the individual does not merely 
choose between values but creates them, while for many liberals and neo- 
classical economists he becomes no more than a calculating machine in- 
teracting with others in the marketplace on the basis of revealed prefer- 
ences. 

This picture contrasts with that in which the individual is largely iden- 
tified with and by his roles (though these may conflict) and who relates 
to his ends or  purposes less by choice than through knowledge and dis- 
covery. This second picture is one in which self-discovery, mutual under- 
standing, authority, tradition and the virtues are central. Conceptions of 
the good are not seen as subject to individual choice, let alone invention, 
but rather as internal to practices within which individuals are involved 
by reason of their roles and social positions. Reason, innovation, criti- 
cism, argument can all be a part of this picture, but are differently under- 
stood within it, as operating within an accepted social framework. And, 
most important, that framework is seen as constitutive of the identity of 
the persons within it: who I am is answered both for me and for others 
by the history I inherit, the social positions I occupy, and the 'moral 
career' on which I am embarked. A number of our contributors offer 
striking variants of this familiar picture (while insisting that it too should 
not be caricatured). Fortes describes with particular force its Tallensi var- 
iant: through their totemistic observances, ordinary people are 'con- 
stantly reminded and made aware of who and what they are as persons, 
of the sources of these attributes in their descent group membership and 
other kinship connections, of their dependence on their ancestors, of the 
rights and duties, both secular and ritual, that bind them'. Adherence to 
such obligations 

is the basis of each individual's knowledge of who he is and where he 
belongs as a person identified by kinship, descent and status. It is the prin- 
cipal medium for appropriating to himself - for internalising we might say 
- the capacity for exercising the rights and duties, the roles and all the 
proper patterns of behaviour that pertain to his status as a person. It is the 
medium, also, by which he at the same time exhibits himself as a person to 
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others. When young children and madmen are said to be devoid of sense, 
this refers primarily to their not being expected to have the understanding 
to conform to these prescriptions. It is a concession to their marginal per- 
sonho~d.~O 

My point is simply this: that once the first picture has been imprinted 
upon the cultural tradition, we are thenceforth irrevocably transformed 
and can no longer live by the second. We may choose to attack 'the 
notion of a self barren of essential aims and attachments' underlying 
modern liberalism3* or reject liberal individualism and seek for a revival 
of Aristotelianism, in which politics ceases to be a civil war carried on by 
other means, and promises a 'shared vision of and understanding of goods' 
in which the -virtues have a central place.32 We may, with Taylor and 
Hollis, reject individualistic ways of conceiving the person that are typi- 
cal of the first picture. But these are the ways by which we are culturally 
formed and they inevitably colour our every attempt to interpret the worlds 
of others or to seek to change our own. 
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The concept that people have of themselves as a "person" is one of the most 
intimate notions that they hold. Yet the way in which the category of the 
person is conceived varies over time and space. In this volume, anthropologists, 
philosophers, and historians examine the notion of the person in different 
cultures, past and present. Taking as their starting point a lecture on the person 
as a category of the human mind, given by Marcel Mauss in 1938, the con- 
tributors critically assess Mauss's speculation that notions of the person, rather 
than being primarily philosophical or psychological, have a complex social 
and ideological origin. Discussing societies ranging from ancient Greece, India, 
and China to modem Africa and Papua New Guinea, they provide fascinating 
descriptions of how these different cultures define the person. But they also 
raise deeper theoretical issues: What is universally constant and what is cul- 
turally variable in people's thinking about the person? How can these variations 
be explained? Has there been a general progressive development toward the 
modem Western view of the person? What is distinctive about this? How do 
one's own notions of the person inform one's ability to comprehend alternative 
formulations? 

These questions are of compelling interest for a wide range of anthropol- 
. 

ogists, philosophers, historians, psychoiogists, sociologists, orientalists, and 
classicists. The book will appeal to any reader concerned with understanding 
one of the most fundamental aspects of human existence. 
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