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Abstract. All social sciences and most theoretical schools use the term “social relation”, 
but none gives a reusable definition by others. Now we have the opportunity to concep-
tualize it more robustly and more acceptably, showing its centrality to understand the 
history of societies. 

The social relations that structure the societies (capital-labour relation, state relation, 
gender relation, market relation, cooperative relation, religious relation, etc.) govern a 
variable and varied human activities in time and space, and are therefore independent of 
the nature of these activities. The distinctions between economic, political, ideological, 
symbolic commonly used to categorize the social relations, are irrelevant to describe 
their reproduction logic, because they involves indissolubly these aspects. Social rela-
tions generate and impose their own reality and their understanding classifications, nat-
uralizing and universalizing them. Social relations are in fact ways of living together. 
Their reproduction logics come into confrontation at the time of their extension to all or 
part of human activities. 

Redefined, we will show that the concept of social relation opens a new path, possi-
bly common to the social sciences. It enables to overcome, more successfully than other 
concepts, many classic and more recent conceptual oppositions that hinder the progress 
of the scientific debate. The concept of social relation can relaunch the research in new 
directions beyond disciplinary boundaries such as: highlight the logic of reproduction of 
all social relations, trace the history of their confrontation and the range of created pos-
sibilities, characterize each society as a particular combination-confrontation of social 
relations and thereby understand differently its trajectory and its crisis, analyse individ-
ual practices, their variations and ambiguities in the light of different requirements of 
social relations in which everyone is involved, historicise and rename the different reali-
ties hidden by the universalized notions such as: work, organization, institution, wage, 
money, etc. in relation to the social relations that have governed them, etc. 

The previous analysis schema is used to understand the confrontation of capital-
labour relation and the state relation and its role in the current crisis and in the disarray 
of the left, notably in France. A possible way of reversing the balance of power is evo-
cated. 
 
 
Keywords: social relation, social science conceptual oppositions, interdisciplinary, na-
tional trajectories, individual practices. 
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Among the paths that could lead to an integrated approach in social sciences, one of 
them is difficult and dangerous, capable of being challenged immediately because it 
appears premature or impossible. This path is to seek two or three concepts that may 
constitute the starting point of common analysis to the current social sciences, putting 
them on a convergence trajectory. 

Despite the risk, I would like attempt this exercise, because, at closer inspection, it 
seems to me that we are not very far to find these concepts. My communication is noth-
ing else than an invitation to think about it. 

If, indeed, we throw a cavalier view on the recent decades of social sciences, we can 
see a continuous effort to denaturalize, to de-universalize, to historicize and to contex-
tualize observations and concepts and also to find an articulation convincingly between 
what we call the economic, the political, the sociological, the symbolic, the cultural, the 
religious, etc. Researches and stimulating theoretical proposals have been made in these 
directions and allowed some reconciliation of disciplines. Their influence is manifested 
more or less explicitly in the publications, but they have not until now caused the suffi-
cient approval to bring out an integrated approach in social sciences. The reasons are 
many, the latent opposition of professionals and of disciplinary affiliations are not in-
significant. 

Among these reasons, there is one, important because theoretical, we can perhaps 
overcome. It is due, it seems to me, to the extraordinary difficulty to historicize and to 
de-universalize completely the categories of thought which we think what we think. 
One of these categories of thought that resists particularly, despite numerous attempts to 
show its historical character, is that of economic. 

Even Karl Marx whose famous work program aimed "to dissipate the universalist 
phantasmagorias of thought and to break free" by studying the historical concrete men 
and their relationships with each other, has ultimately founded economic, including in 
Capital, on basic vital necessities that would be the drink, the eat and the clothe, and on 
that what was considered in his time as the property of the man in his origin, namely the 
ability to design and to manufacture tools, the very first means of production. 

Even Karl Polanyi, who reminded us that economic was not thought as such in many 
societies and therefore it was impossible to give a conceptual definition, considered, 
however, that we could identify it in embedded form, embedded in the domestic, the 
religious or the politic of these societies. So he thoughts we can give a substantive defi-
nition of the economic, no society can dispense with producing the material conditions 
of its existence. 

Even Pierre Bourdieu has continued to rehearse and demonstrate that our categories 
of the most spontaneous and the most fundamental thoughts were the mostly sociologi-
cally and historically determined and decisive, was finally forced to base the emergence 
of different "fields" and "capitals" (domestic, state, economic, cultural, symbolic, etc.), 
that are the basic concepts of its analytical framework, on a hypothetical trend law of 
the societies to complexity, gradually revealing all social areas and social dimensions, 
“the only trend that we must ultimately admit”, he wrote 1.  

                                                
1 He has not seen a social relation totalizing whole society, as were able to do the do-
mestic relation and the religious relation, is not a phenomenon of the past or the sign of 
lesser social division of human activities, but a phenomenon is reproduced under the 
state relation, which could happen under capitalist relation. 
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Marx, Polanyi, Bourdieu, to name a few, seem not to have gone through their initial 
program, as one can see by studying their writings. And yet they were, notably Marx 
and Bourdieu, on the verge to do that, and if they did, they would have done obviously 
better than anyone and they would have saved us a lot of mistakes. 

But we objected, are we really have to look for two or three concepts justifying an 
integrated approach in the social sciences, to push far the questioning on the economic? 
Why risk we on land where we quickly slipped on questionable ontological considera-
tions? Why not just use fuzzy concepts, partially based, but that have the advantage not 
to suspend the approximation of disciplines? 

It seems to me that we can not continue to do so, because we are dealing with con-
ceptual contradictions that hinder us in our work and with disturbing research results, 
which the take account can no longer be postponed, if we precisely want bridge the dis-
ciplines. 

We show that we can overcome these contradictions and integrate these results, giv-
ing a definition of the social relation that was independent of the nature of the activities 
it regulates, and considering societies like singular and scalable combinations of social 
relations. The analytical framework outlined will be tested to understand the current 
confrontation between the capitalist relation and the state relation. One possible way to 
reverse the balance of power will be suggested. 

This exercise would require multiplying references to show how one can reach, 
through false leads, temporary achievements and previous discussions, a fruitful re-
conceptualization of social relationship. Although everything that follows could have 
obviously be stated without these achievements and these debates, I will mention (al-
most) nobody, not even myself! preferring to focus, at this stage and for this communi-
cation, a form of questioning, immediately understandable to the broader reflection as 
possible. However, one can find at the end of the text a brief list of books and articles 
that contributed to the proposed inquiry. 
 
 
1. There is no vital necessities, but social relationships that transform the compo-
nents of life in conditions of the life 
 
The first conceptual contradiction that we can no longer dodge arises from the very evo-
lution of what we call economic. The capital-labour relation, that is the symbol and the 
embodiment of this, can no longer, if it ever was, to be based on reproduction of condi-
tions of material life of society, particularly those related to our daily subsistence. We 
see every day that this relation, supposed to be economic, overflows widely and increas-
ingly its supposed area, to the point of encompass activities, considered until recently 
non-economic par excellence as political, military, legal, cultural, religious, entertain-
ment, fantasy, artistic, scientific, ideological, symbolic, etc. It is now investing unlikely 
areas such as human reproduction, end of life, kinship, solidarity, charity, etc. 

What is this “economic” relation that invades every corner of individual life and of 
social life? During a long time, one said that these new lands of “economic” relation 
were marginal, secondary, localized and temporary exceptions or aberrations in the cap-
ital accumulation and extension process. The argument is no longer tenable today. 
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Indeed, it has never been acceptable scientifically. Once a single activity considered 
“non-economic” became “economic”, from the time it passed under the control of capi-
tal-labour relation, the question of what was really economic had to be asked. So the 
capital-labour relation cannot be defined neither conceptually nor substantively as eco-
nomic. Problem. 

But, some will say, necessities related to our daily living exist. What do we do of 
this? This question leads to another in advance. What makes us think that, alone of all 
living beings, humans would not have found in their ecosystem, at their supposed origin, 
which was necessary for their diet and their protection? What makes us believe that the 
food and clothing are the most immediately essential conditions for our survival at all 
times and in all places? 

These beliefs, practically became founding myth of a society dominated by the capi-
tal-labour relation, were presented as a verified scientific hypothesis: namely the capaci-
ty of the first humans to design and make tools to produce subsistence goods more as 
necessary and to exchange either within the primordial group or with other groups. It is 
this ability which we would distinguish us from animals and we would definitely sepa-
rated from them. The first human activity, the first that we have extracted, separated 
from the animal, would have been "economical". To naturalize, universalisize and es-
sentialize a category of thought, it is hardly better. 

We know since the invention of this myth two things. The first is that anything we 
imagined so far as distinguishing us from the animal actually is. The second is that the 
modern West is the only one to have established a radical break between nature and 
culture. All other societies include in their humanity all or part of the human beings and 
all or part of the animals and even plants. 

Not only the tool is not a human characteristic, but also the exchange of goods and 
services, resource accumulation, transfer of know-how, technology, communication, 
emotion, improvisation, concealment, suffering, self-awareness, etc. In short, animals 
are social and cultivated beings. Science rediscovered today only, that the older genera-
tions and almost all peoples have long known. No wonder therefore that there were so-
cieties that did not divide the world of living beings in the same way as us. 

The founding myth of our societies made us consider some "ingredients of life," eat-
ing and drinking in particular, as "absolute conditions of the life" at all times and in all 
places, while they could historically, they can now in certain places, and they could in 
the future, do not be conditions. Numerous societies have not known famine or food 
scarcity, or that the resources were sufficient, or that the population regulated or adapted 
them, as do many species. 

Similarly, the time spent on the acquisition of the food has been low, the subsistence, 
diet, storage, preservation techniques and dominant social relationship guaranteeing all 
with equal facility drinking and eat. 

Conversely other constituents of life that have nothing to do with the diary livelihood, 
have been or have become essential conditions of the life. The components of life are 
countless and are likely to have been or to become one day conditions of life. We do not 
think about spontaneously because they are so far naturally or socially given. Who 
knew, there was a century, that radioactivity render uninhabitable places where it 
spreads? Who could have imagined, there are seven to eight decades, the depletion of 
the ozone layer could, not only disrupt the life, but also jeopardize it, to the point to 
make come back the Earth to the Archean eon, where only life in the bottom of ocean 
was possible? 



 

Freyssenet M., A redefined social relationship concept, as starting point for a social sciences conver-
gence, International Labour Process Conference, 2016, Berlin, 4-6 April. Éditions numériques : 
www.ilpc.org.uk, www.freyssenet.com , 2016, 1,21 Mo, ISSN 1776-0941.  
 

5 

There are also "conditions" most immediately essential to life as food and drink, to 
which we do not think. Starting with breathing. It seems absurd to say, but it is very 
instructive to think about it. Breathing is a component of life that has been given on this 
planet for all living beings to this day, except extreme situations (tsunami, earthquake, 
pyroclastic flow, gas chamber, hanging, etc.). The air was never thought of as a condi-
tion, the problem of its rarity, its disappearance did not pose until now. But it is today 
places where people, who cannot leave, die during a peak of pollution, if they are living 
with a chronic disease or they have just been born. Make breathable air has become a 
separate activity. Breath air becomes a condition of the life from the moment where part 
of the population deprives the other, polluting the general atmosphere or a particular 
place.  

But, there is much more important, especially to elaborate an integrated approach in 
social sciences. The first of the "necessities", which causes all others, because it is im-
mediately and necessarily satisfied: it is simply to live in society. No perpetuation of the 
species without breeding, without transmission, without training, without language, no 
security, no rules, no reason to live and die. Without these conditions, life does not exist, 
cannot be lived. 

Moreover, the so-called basic needs cannot be met without the ac-cumulated experi-
ence of his fellows, without social relationship that permits transmission. You should 
know in fact what can be eaten and drunk to be able to eat and drink without risking his 
life. Yet the acquisition of this knowledge, essential to life, is not part of what we call 
spontaneous economy. There is no individual, no personal action and reflection out of 
social relations that constitute us and make us act and think. 

By spreading to a growing number of activities unrelated to their nature, the capital-
ist relation does nothing other than what have done in the past (or trying to) the reli-
gious relation, the domestic relation and the state relation: namely to impose a single 
way of living together. 
 
 
2. A social relation inseparably and inextricably involves what are for us today 
economic, political, sociological, symbolic, etc. dimensions of social 
 
Without to be able to classify the social relations as economic, political, symbolic, etc. 
relations, can we not analyse each of them according to different views, which could be 
described as economic, political, sociological, cultural, symbolic, ideological, etc. re-
quiring specific disciplinary approach with special analysis tools? 

When were really trying to do that, we stumble on a new impossibility: to unravel 
these dimensions in the practice of those involved in the studied social relation. For ex-
ample, the logic of reproduction of the capital-labour relation implies indivisibly and 
simultaneously an endless accumulation, the freedom to sell and buy, including work 
capacity, the intellectual division of labour to reduce the uncertainties created by the 
previous freedoms, finally the legitimation of the exercised power and the produced 
inequalities. The capital-labour relation is not more economic as political, ideological or 
symbolic, distinctions that prove quickly that are inoperative. A social relation can be 
analysed and understood in its entirety, as well as in each of its moments. 

For example, what each sees as having sold or bought, at the time of hiring, is in 
question in the daily work life. Is an update provision by the employee, at the same time, 
energy, experience, intelligence, motivation, dedication, imagination?  
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Or, as history attests, a constant conflict about what each may require one and the 
other, that is to say the nature of the respective freedom of the employee and the em-
ployer. The scope of what one believes to have sold and what the other thinks to have 
bought differs, not only because of the divergent interests of the first and of the second, 
but due to a different assessment of what is considered salable and purchasable: dedica-
tion, loyalty, they make part? Motivation, imagination, intelligence, to what extent? 
Once hired, the employee recognizes, however, the legitimacy of the buyer of his labour 
capacity to use it in previous shifting boundaries. This recognition must be reconfirmed 
daily in the act of work for the capital-labour relation could occur again. The employee 
agrees to alienate his "freedom" of "free" worker during working hours and to limit its 
rights as citizen that are otherwise his, outside time and space of the company that em-
ploys him. 

We live also in social relations that we don’t think useful to cut in slices. These as-
pects, distinguished elsewhere, are not in these cases, even confounded, because this 
would mean they pre-exist, but completely absent as such. For example: how to separate 
what is made and trade within a family? The same act can be, at the same time, donation, 
affection, affirmation of authority, transmission of knowledge, moral lesson, inculcation 
of a habitus, etc. Economic, political, sociological, ethnological, etc. glances can help to 
characterize, to better understand the studied social relation? This is doubtful. You must 
first characterize the issue of studied social relations, before searching the analytical 
division possibly relevant and choose appropriate words to name the created categories. 

Bourdieu explains that, "in ancient Kabylia, the politics was not constituted as such, 
so that using the word “politics” is an anachronism. Any possible relationship, to the 
level of the confederation, was a sort of assembly of tribes, was thought on the model of 
father / son relation or the relationship between brothers. In other words, the model of 
the family is the principle of construction of any possible social reality” 2. The notion of 
politics, in the sense that is ours, reappeared in Europe during the Renaissance, after a 
long eclipse from the Greco-Roman period. It probably in fact covers the premises of 
state relation, emerging within the domestic relation at the dynastic stage, as will be 
shown below. 

The unthought of social relationship is what it really is: namely a contingent way of 
living together with its own categories of understanding, and not a layering of dimen-
sions presupposed timeless, which we grant a more or less importance according to our 
scientific discipline and our theoretical preferences. 
 
 
3. A social relation is a way of living together, all or part of human activities, which 
provides access to what this relation transformed in conditions of physical and so-
cial life, in the place and during the time it is able to recur as a social relation 
 
Four points appear to be clear from the above. The first: no social relationship can be 
based on any vital necessity. A "life constituent" becomes "condition of the life" from 
the moment when it lacks, to all or part of the population, as a result of the social ap-
propriation of its access. Before this appropriation, it cannot be perceived, isolated and 
thought as a condition. So that an element of life becomes condition of the life, it is 

                                                
2 Sur l’État, Paris : Raisons d’agir/le Seuil, 2012, p 387 
3 Why be limited to democratic states? Why not include the dynastic states and the totalitarian states? 
Kingdoms and empires are probably qualified wrongly to be State. If we can see dawning within them a 
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necessary that one of social relations constituting a society prevents it to be immediately 
and freely available to all. We see the reality of causality is in its reversal. Which is 
very often the case in the social sciences, when we are using spontaneous categories of 
thought. 

The second point is that the concept of social relationship was enough to overcome 
the conceptual contradictions mentioned and to integrate disturbing search results. We 
didn’t need (at this stage) notions as domain, order, sphere, structure, field, etc. We 
avoided the risk to substantialize these notions by the adjective that always accompa-
nied them and that specify a type of activity.  

The deceptively banal notion of social relation, ritually and unanimously used since 
the beginning of the social sciences so far, could be, after redefining, what we seek: 
namely a concept that lead us to reorganize our knowledge and to revitalize our research, 
by allowing us to better overcome the disciplinary cuts and conceptual oppositions. 

Indeed, and this is the third point, a social relation is not a limited and localized so-
cial relationship, governed by more or less institutionalized rules. A social tie becomes a 
social relation, part of the structure of a given society, in two circumstances: when it 
reaches to transform at least one component of life in a conditions of the life, and it thus 
becomes a choke point for access; when it hard at other social relations some compo-
nents of life that they have transformed before into conditions of the life (eg, seeds or 
childbirth, that was governed in our countries successively by domestic relation, small 
commodity production, state relation or capitalist relation).  

A social relationship can be said "totally social" in that it has no support other than 
itself, that is to say the material or immaterial “necessities” it created, and the institu-
tions, conventions, values, categories of understanding etc. invented, processed, divert-
ed in order to manage its “necessities”. 

It is also "totally social", and this is the last point, in that it can totalize, "hegemon-
ize", homogenize whole societies. It is this ability that prohibits us to classify it in a 
particular field or to analyse it under timeless dimensions: economic, political, sociolog-
ical, religious, psychological, symbolic, etc. These categories of thought are recent cat-
egories in the meanings that are ours. They are probably the euphemism of social rela-
tions that need to run as a restricted area founded in kind, in order to emerge, and then, 
once established, to better overflow it. 

A social relationship can therefore be defined as a way of living together all or parts 
of the human activities, providing access to what this relation has transformed into 
conditions of life, in the place and during the time he can recur as a social relation. 

This way of living together is not the result of a moral or political choice, this one 
becoming the determinant in the last instance, instead of economic. A social relation 
appears, among others possible, often unintentionally so, because of some contradic-
tions of the hegemonic relation that precedes it and thank to the intellectual and practi-
cal means provided by the existing social relations. 

A social relation is contradictory and even conflictual, by construction. It creates a 
necessity that can be satisfied only in reproducing it as a social relation. So potentially it 
contains within itself its own questioning. 

Its restriction to certain activities, variables and varied depending on the societies, is 
not due to its nature, but to its confrontation with other social relations that limit its dif-
fusion. It also happens often that the same activity is carried out in many social relation-
ships (eg medicine today). This fact is a sign of an on-going battle to find out what so-
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cial relation will capture all of this activity. This demonstrates once again the indiffer-
ence of social relationships to the nature of the activities under their control. 

To succeed as a social relation, that is to say as a choke point in a given society, it 
was necessary that the actors of this relationship are able to capture at least one compo-
nent of life to make it a condition of the life, or what was already a condition of the life, 
but governed by another social relation. 

A social relation has a logic, and its logic is that of its reproduction. It gives a mean-
ing to the facts observed in its deployment area, beyond the words used to designate 
them that have a false universal air or an air transverse to existing social relations. 

A social report is not eternal. It has a beginning and an end, although it can last long 
in a reduced form in some secondary activities. Domestic relation is one example. 
Long-dominant in some societies, it is reduced to little in our countries today, compara-
tively to what it could be. 

The dominance of a social relation on others is reflected particularly in the universal-
ization of its reality (work, capital, God, family, state, etc.) and its understanding cate-
gories (the human nature, body, mind, economic, political, ideological, etc.) 

Every social relationship involves a distribution of tasks to carry out activities under 
its control, in ways that ensure the reproduction of the link between the stakeholders of 
the relation. As discussed below, the intellectual division of labour is a necessity for the 
reproduction of capital-labour relation, as well as the delegation of authority is neces-
sary for developing the state relation. 

If the above is relevant, then new perspectives of analysis open to many topics. We 
are going only indicate possible paths for better understanding of the facts that we ob-
serve in our surveys. Here are a few. 

Societies could be analysed as combinations of social relations, temporarily accepted 
by their members, whose variety, proportion and implementation modalities could char-
acterize these societies during a given period. 

One of the social relations can be dominant and lead to call some societies capitalist, 
feudal, slave, etc., but this fact don’t authorize to interpret all from the point of view of 
this relation. 

Instead, the peculiarities of capitalist societies, feudal, slave, etc. could be usefully 
informed by their unique combination of social relations and by the history of the con-
frontation of these relations in the historical conditions of each society. Some key mo-
ments in history, as for example the French Revolution, could be reviewed taking this 
view. 

Individuals usually live several social relations. They pass from one logic to another, 
to other requirements, during the same day. The predispositions incorporated in the 
form of habitus lack the beautiful consistency that we sometimes like to show when we 
analyse a social group, to better characterize it, at the risk of substantialize it. The habi-
tus is built in the confrontation of different logics. So it is far from homogeneous. Pre-
dispositions that characterize it may be partially contradictory. 

The coexistence of conflicting imperatives may help to better understand the con-
flicts and ambiguities of affects, practices and individual thoughts. The control of this 
confrontation, including arrangements with the principles, is probably one of conditions 
for mental health, life bearable and efficiency in action. 

When it is not, one of the ways out of the internal conflict could be rushing in the ex-
clusive logic of one of relation, leading to subordinate everything to it, at the risk of 
fanaticism, of burnout, of cynicism or of excess power. 
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Conversely, the fact to live several social relations is certainly a source of practical 
and theoretical understanding of these relations and eventual emancipation from their 
grip. It makes it possible to compare their logic, to anticipate the future and their conse-
quences, to think of alternatives. 
 
 
4. The capitalist relation, the state relation and the others 
 
What are the observable social relations today in a country like France? Here are a few. 
The capitalist relation covers 11.6 million employees, 160,000 entrepreneurs and about 
4 million shareholders. The state relation brings together 5.4 million employees of State 
and of hospital and local communities, who officially are in charge to execute the will 
of 44,600,000 voters, through the decisions of their representatives, numbering 600,000. 
The domestic relation links 18.5 million heads of households of more than one person 
to 35.4 million members of these households and 2.2 million domestic workers. The 
gender relation involves the entire population, that is to say 66 million people, including 
32 million registered as man and 34 million registered as woman. The merchant produc-
tive relationship governs 2.3 million small independent producers (including help fami-
ly) and professionals, and 3.7 million employees. The religious relation includes 53,000 
priests, monks, pastors, rabbis, imams, etc. for 6 million regular followers and 30 mil-
lion people declaring a religious affiliation. The cooperative relationship comprises 
310,000 employees, half in the banking and insurance for nearly 8 million members. 
The mutual relation brings together 38 million people for 131,000 employees. The asso-
ciative relation consists of 17.3 million people aged 18 and over, members of at least 
one association, which employ 1.8 million employees and 900,000 full-time equivalent 
volunteers, etc. 

The theorization of these social relations is largely to do, except that of capital-labour 
relation for which we have, thanks to Marx, a robust conceptualization. It is obviously 
impossible to risk to theorize the other social relations here. However, we have men-
tioned, in the table below, what could be the reproductive logic of the considered social 
relationships, in a first approximation. We have made also a special effort for the state 
relation, after a reminder from the logic of capital-labour relation, in order to better em-
phasize the difference between them. Indeed, we are currently experiencing an acute 
phase of confrontation between capitalist relation and state relation. The analysis of this 
confrontation may allow to better understand the current period and the confusion of left 
forces, particularly in France.  

The capitalist relation, whose we can see the premises in previous centuries, has been 
established in the eighteenth century in Europe. Currently it spreads over the entire 
planet, in an increasingly large number of activities. It links the owners of capital and 
entrepreneurs to "free" workers, forced to sell their ability to work to live, in order to 
convert without end the surplus labour in additional capital, and to avoid the disappear-
ance of invested capital and beyond the capital-labour relation itself. 
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Some social relations today in France,                                                        

number of stakeholder persons and logic of reproduction 
 

Social 
relations 

Number of stakeholder persons  
 in 2013 

Logic of reproduction 
(in first approximation) 

capitalist relation 

160.000           
entrepreneurs,                                                

4.000.000         
shareholders 

11.600.000  
employees 

endless growth of capital by reinvestment         
of surplus value produced by ‘free’ workers 

state relation  

5.400.000          
state agents, 

whose 4.000.000    
holders      

44.600.000  
electors whose                  
600.000 elected 

reactivation of the willingness to pay taxes         
by developing public goods                                 

at an acceptable cost 

gender relation 
32.000.000  
registered               
as male 

34.000.000  
registered              
as female 

periodic reinvention of the rule of one genre, 
naturalizing, incorporating                                    

and institutionalizing its domination 

domestic relation 

18.500.000    
heads of house-

hold of + 1 pers.,           
9.600.000          

heads alone 

35.400.000 
members,             
out heads,              
2.200.000        

domestic workers 

adapting the rules defining the family,           
exogamy and filiation, in all circumstances        

to allow the reproduction of the species,     
expansion and transmission of heritage 

merchant        
productive         

relation 

2.300.000        
small independ-

ent producers 
and professionals 

3.700.000        
employees 

building a professional reputation                     
for having a loyal customers                              

and for being able to pass it, or to a relative,          
or to a colleague at the best price 

cooperative     
relation 

8.000.000      
members 

310.000        
employees 

perpetuation of the conditions that allow           
the cooperative members to run the business, 

so that wage and employment                                
are at least preserved 

associative        
relation 

17.300.000 
members           

aged 18 and over               
(at least one 
association) 

1.800.000       
employees,           

900.000             
full-time         

equivalent        
volunteers 

implementation                                                          
of the goals of the association,                              

so that the members renew their membership 

mutual              
relation 

38.000.000  
members 

131.000        
employees 

increasing the number of members  
for extending social protection  

to the best price 

religious              
relation 

53.000           
priests, pastors, 
monks, rabbis, 

imams, etc. 

6.000.000    
regular             

followers,             
30.000.000  

declaring a reli-
gious affiliation 

strengthening the belief in a higher power 
promising a better world, subject to honor him 
and to follow his teachings issued by priests 

who have the monopoly of commentaries  
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The capitalists, however, face two uncertainties: that of the market (they are not as-

sured that goods produced will find buyers) and that of labour (they are not insured that 
the hired employees produce in volume, on time, with quality and at price required). At 
the societal level, these uncertainties may be the result of a same social group, when 
buyers are increasingly employees of capital. 

To overcome the uncertainty of work, two lanes are theoretically possible. The first 
is on one hand to trust employees to organize their cooperation and to develop their 
skills and on the other hand to negotiate with them objectives and counterparties. The 
second route is to limit the share of individual and collective appreciation in the realiza-
tion of work, so the workers are not tempted to make use of this autonomy for impose, 
in law or in fact, conditions considered by the entrepreneur in contradiction with the 
objectives of profitability that he has fixed. In fact, it's always the second path that 
eventually prevail, and that is true since the origin of the capital-labour relation, through 
technical and organizational choices dividing intellectually the work. 

The logic of reproduction of state relation and its mode of division of labour are 
completely different. Some ideas, suggested notably by Bourdieu, are enough to show 
the interest to treat the State in terms of social relationship. At first glance, we imagine 
that under the term of State, there are two social relations: the relation between the State 
and the officials and the relation between the State and citizens. But if the State is nei-
ther the officials nor citizens, who is it, what does it does, and how does it do it? 

When one lists the activities of State today, one is struck by their number and their 
diversity. Never and nowhere, the State was content to ensure justice, police and de-
fence of borders, the so-called sovereign functions, supposing that it is assumed them, 
what seems to have not always been the case. 

Its actions concern both organization of time (calendar, holidays, etc.), construction 
of space (borders, territorial division, land registry, maps, etc.), determination of 
weights and measures, qualification of people (citizenship, civil status, etc.), definition 
of moment when a fetus can be considered as an human being, where a person can be 
declared dead, language that we can talk, what must be known, what is edible, what is 
clean, what is right or what is moral and beautiful, etc., briefing notes for governors, 
establishment of the national budget, tax collection, control of the constitutionality of 
laws, regulation of many professions, power of appointment, etc., in short, very numer-
ous activities, without specificity (both nuclear as World Music Day), considered, at one 
time or another, to be supported or be under control the national community for reasons 
unrelated to what would be the essence of the State or the public good.  

Who prepares, suggests, performs or realize all of the above? Officials, by cascaded 
delegation of authority until the postman. Who decides on standards, regulations, public 
institutions and services? The elected representatives of the Nation. Who chooses? Citi-
zens-voters. This diagram defining the function of each has the disadvantage of not cor-
respond to reality. If we want to begin to theorize the social relationship in which the 
State would be one of the terms, we need to examine what is happening really between 
them. 
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Citizens-voters choose representatives so that they determine, in their place, what is 

public good, beyond broad guidelines and principles displayed by the candidates for get 
elected 3. They alienate their power to choose for themselves by delivering it to the 
elected, and they agree to pay taxes to finance what their elected have decided. The 
elected therefore have, in theory, a significant flexibility, but that is, in practice, much 
narrower, not only because of national and international commitments of their predeces-
sors and of the practical impossibility to remove or create a social relation, but mostly 
because they depend on officials both in the preparation and in the execution of what 
they decide. But why would they dependent? Officials they would not be loyal?  

The official is not a simple performer. Not only he has a delegation of authority, 
however small it may be, but also it is placed in the position of having to assess and 
decide in the place of the legislator and the executive, and having to incur liability vis-à-
vis his superiors. The decrees of application of the laws, regulations, circulars place 
indeed often officials in complicated or contradictory situation at the time of their im-
plementation. Indeed everything cannot be taken into account and anticipated. The texts 
can be also more or less ambiguous.  

Hence, we can observe practices theoretically deviant but structurally induced, even 
if they are not general. They consist either to take the risk of to abuse of its authority or 
to "open the umbrella". They consist also, at the time of preparation of decisions, to 
produce and distil the information such that the constraints of the Administration and 
the public interest are taken into account simultaneously. 

Officials indeed have partly linked with the development of public service, of which 
their future depends. They express their claim on behalf of the public good, and not of 
their interest. The problem is that the two merge. Officials are the continuity of the State. 
In many countries, they are irremovable. They are actually the State. The elected and 
the government are only the changing and reversible expression of balance of power 
between social groups, that is to say, of the confrontation of the social relations in 
which these groups are stakeholders. They are the representatives of the Nation. They 
are with the people they represent, the Nation.  

 

                                                
3 Why be limited to democratic states? Why not include the dynastic states and the totalitarian states? 
Kingdoms and empires are probably qualified wrongly to be State. If we can see dawning within them a 
category of appointed officials, instead of members of the royal or imperial family and of feudal, king-
doms and empires were governed as one manages a domain, namely enlarging a family property. One 
speaks the King's House. Bourdieu rightly notes that wars are wars of succession. While preparing for the 
advent of the state relation, among other possible social relations, kingdoms and empires can be analysed 
as the ultimate point of the domestic relation. See them only from the social relationship that has succeed-
ed them in our countries, this is to fall into the retrospective temptation. 

Similarly, one cannot speak in any rigor of totalitarian state. The political regimes so-called totalitarian 
have the particularity of having an administration lined, controlled, punishable by a parallel apparatus 
formed by the politic party in power, whose the armed wing is called here Gestapo, elsewhere GPU, etc., 
acting without respecting any rule of law, but on behalf of a new social relation that the party seeks to 
impose both to the state relation and to capital-labour relation, ie a racist relation in Nazi Germany, a 
classist relation in "socialist countries", the triumph of these relations being achieved when every official 
must be a member of the party and when people must be declared from Aryan race or from Bolshevik or 
Maoist belief. The other social relations, including the state relation, are in fact completely subordinated 
or dissolved in the racist or classist relation. 
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The reproduction of the state relation depends on the ability of officials to produce 
public goods and living together to obtain willingness to pay taxes. According to Bour-
dieu, who has tried to trace the genesis of the State, it is the State that spawned the Na-
tion and not the reverse. They were agents, become autonomous from the family, reli-
gion, merchants, King, etc., which created the Nation by building the public Admin-
istration. It is not the will of the people that made the State, but the State that made the 
people’s will. The State created the Nation, that periodically revalidate the State, in the 
debate and conflicts. 

The social relation we are trying to describe is the relation between officials in 
charge of the public good and public authority and the other people who, through elect-
ed representation, agrees to pay the tax for rendered public service. There is ultimately, 
under State term, only one social relation, the Nation-State relation, which we have 
called "state relation" to mean, not the terms of the relation, but its logic. 

If we summarize that we said above, the state relation would be a social relationship 
in which the officials would have, by delegation, the authority to convert all or part of 
goods and services in public goods accessible to all, at cost price, through the tax that 
the citizens consent to pay. 

Like any social relationship, the state relation contains a contradiction. It is repro-
duced only if the population is willing to pay tax in exchange for the public goods pro-
vided. If public goods are paid at cost price through taxation, their cost evolves accord-
ing to the payroll of public servants. 

But the state relation does not contain into itself, unlike the capitalist relation, a 
mechanism to increase productivity. The division of labour is hierarchic type, leaving 
each execution level a power of discretion on behalf of principle of delegation. The re-
sponsibility assigned to each staff is supposed to guarantee the performance of the ser-
vice. 

The consequence is that public expenditure is increasing or, at best, stagnating at 
constant perimeter, while the capitalist relation continues to generate productivity gains. 

The state relation and the capitalist relation have coexisted in profitable manner for 
each of them during the time that the capitalist relation could not control all the activi-
ties it needed to breed and spread. However, today, the state relation has become a 
structural obstacle to the expansion of capital-labour relation. 
 
 
5. The confrontation of the capitalist relation and of the state relation exacerbated 
by the crisis that is prolonged in return 
 
After World War II, capitalists and political leaders quickly found a modus vivendi fa-
vourable both to state relation and capital-labour relation. Discredited by their behav-
iour during the thirties and their collaboration to the Nazi war machine, number of ex-
ecutives and shareholders of capitalist companies could not long resist to the nationali-
zation of many enterprises and to the creation of a generalized social security. The pri-
vate sector was, not only unable to give to the country the necessary infrastructures and 
to revive the industry, but it had need of a reconstituted internal market and of a grow-
ing demand. This was the "trente glorieuses", under the dynamic of state relation. 
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The remarkable success of nationalization and of moderately hierarchized distribu-
tion of national income, through particularly social benefits, allowed the private sector 
to rebuild its financial health. Not enough however according business leaders, too tim-
orous to contribute actively to ambitions of successive governments of France.  

Hence, a new wave of public enterprises in the 50s and 60. The monetary and oil cri-
ses of the 70s have threatened many large private groups, few prepared to go on the big 
export markets. At the same time, the slowdown in growth has reduced the revenue of 
the State, whereas the social expenses increased. 

Nationalizations carried out by the Left in the early 80s were for many private groups 
a godsend. Several industries were well saved by public money. But at the same time 
sudden soaring interest rates dug public deficits. Refloated, the groups, that had been 
nationalized, could be sold to the private sector by the Right, when it returned to power. 
The "hard core" of the shareholding being only temporary, many of these enterprises 
passed under the sway of financial capital dynamized by high interest rates. From com-
plementary, the capitalist relation and state relation became opposed. The state relation 
being devoid of a mechanism requiring an endless growth of productivity, unlike the 
capitalist relation, the cost of activities under its control end up weighing on the com-
petitiveness of capitalist firms and the purchasing power of the population. The rea-
lignment of the productivity of public services on the one obtained by the capitalist rela-
tion was tempted periodically through "reforms". Before, this realignment was obtained 
by using the "technical progress, against which nothing can be done", with consent of 
the unions. The growth environment allowed to smooth out the consequences in terms 
of employment and qualifications. It was not the same with greatly reduced growth. 
Public deficits have augmented first regularly, and after brutally with the financial crisis 
of 2007. The pressure to reduce State spending exercised by the private sector and by 
Europe converted to austerity became increasingly strong, to risk of falling into a defla-
tionary spiral. The transfer of managerial methods of the capitalist sector to the public 
sector became the rule. Public services were competed with private companies. More 
radically, a public service was delegated to a private company, or just privatized. 

Capitalist enterprises have found in the weakening of the State some opportunities to 
extend their domination to activities previously controlled by the State. These sectors 
had the advantage for buyers to be subject to little international competition. Instead of 
deploying in risky domains but carrying a new growth possible (energy transition, in-
formation and communication, health, etc.), this capital once again have preferred secu-
rity, and not the risk supposed justify their high yield stocks. But beyond the cyclical 
reasons that can explain the extension of the capital relation and the concomitant decline 
of state relation, there are structural reasons that we cannot forgot: the differences in the 
division of labour and the evolution of productivity 4. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                
4 "The national accounts do not measure the production of non-market services in its results, but by the 
effort required to obtain them" (ComptaNat.fr). The productivity of non-market services, that is to say 
essentially public services, is assessed by adding its production costs: wages, consumption of fixed capi-
tal, intermediate consumption and balance between tax and subsidies, based on the number of hours 
worked. 
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Source : National Accounts. Elaboration : Freyssenet M. 

 
 

 
To say this, does not mean to accept the argument of those who are going repeating 

that the public sector lives only from the tax and social charges payed by the private 
sector, as if the public service did not provide it, in return, employees generally well 
trained and healthy, transport infrastructures in good condition, well distributed on the 
territory and available to all, administrative services, sometimes few flexible, but that 
operate under known rules and usually respected in the interest of all, scientific advanc-
es from which firms may design innovative products, security of goods and persons 
never total but largely assured, policies and rules allowing the different sectors of socie-
ty to function and coexist fairly smoothly, minimal support to inactive people or hit by 
unemployment, a cultural life rich and undeniably attractive, etc. 

As capitalist enterprises, the State takes the surplus labour of its employees, but not 
to itself or for reinvest, but to provide to everyone, and particularly to businesses, public 
services at cost price. Despite this gift, the cost of public service weighs more and more, 
because its hourly productivity, that is to say the time spent by the employees to provide 
a given service, does not increase at least in parallel to capitalist enterprises productivity. 
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Public expenditure and revenue, mandatory contributions 
 

 
Extract of Roman Mahieu, « L’économie française de 1949 à 2012 », Insee. 
 
 

 
 
 

Public services employment and total employment  
at 31 December 2012 in France (metropolitan + overseas) 

 

 
 
 



 

Freyssenet M., A redefined social relationship concept, as starting point for a social sciences conver-
gence, International Labour Process Conference, 2016, Berlin, 4-6 April. Éditions numériques : 
www.ilpc.org.uk, www.freyssenet.com , 2016, 1,21 Mo, ISSN 1776-0941.  
 

17 

Evolution of service public employment since 2002 to 2012 
France (metropolitan+ overseas) 

 
 
Extract of Annex of Project of 2015 Finance Act. Report on state of public service and of remuneration of 
officials. FPE : Public service of State. FPT : Regional and local public service. FPH : Public service of 
Health. 3FP : Three public services. 
 
 
6. The disarray of the Left. One solution, among others, that deserves to think 
about 
 
Social democracy, the leftist parties in general, have failed to find any other way than 
indorsing the "reforms", more or less clearly and shamefully, according to countries. 
Yet there is a path that has historically shown its effectiveness to change the balance of 
power:  to compete with the dominant social relationship on one element of its dyna-
mism, the market. But what made his strength actually today its weakness: namely the 
intellectual division of labour. It has been impossible to reverse this type of work divi-
sion in capitalist enterprises, despite many attempts, in particular those thirty recent 
years, and contrary to what some theoretical currents announced. 

During the 90s, many thought to see in a fantasized Japanese model the beginning of 
an active participation of employees to the improvement of processes and products, in-
stead of a predetermined work under constant tension. Not only this model was not the 
fact of Japanese companies as a whole (several productive models have coexisted and 
coexist in Japan), but also it has never been the model of the company supposed to have 
invented it, the car manufacturer Toyota. The reality of the Toyota production system 
was a compromise made between the management and employees in the aim to ensure 
both employment and increasing wages on one hand, and the achievement of the reduc-
tion objectives of standard times and wastes in another, (monthly objectives and com-
pulsory overtime to do the same day and without notice, if necessary to realise the pro-
duction plan). 
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This system, that was by no means the beginning of a reversal of the intellectual di-
vision of labour, imploded in 1990, just when it began to be celebrated as the model of 
the future. The strong growth in automotive demand during the swelling of the specula-
tive bubble of the late 80s had led indeed Toyota to harden the objective of reducing 
standard time and to systematize overtime each day. Toyota did not find enough young 
people to come to work in his plants known to be increasingly difficult to live. 

The leaders of Toyota then remembered that European manufacturers had had to face, 
too, to a labour crisis in the 70s. They went studying the solutions designed in Europe, 
of which some, not only were perpetuated, but also have been developed. This was so at 
Volvo, which, in its Uddevalla plant, had introduced a radically new system. This sys-
tem was, not only without mechanized assembly line, but even without a simple lineari-
zation of assembly process. It consisted in fixed stations where was assembled complete 
vehicles by 2-4 workers. Besides its audited advantages in terms of quality, responsive-
ness, spreading investments, it allowed to assemble a vehicle in less time than was 
needed on a mechanized assembly line. This confirmed that this last was not a technical 
or cognitive need for mass production, but a technic both deskilling and disciplinary. 
Although the mechanized assembly line generates structurally losses of time, it was 
always preferred to a system that leaves to workers a margin of appreciation in their 
work to be more effective. 

This was ultimately the same reason that led Toyota to retain only a small part of the 
system of "reflexive production" in its Japanese factories, and Volvo to abandon it in 
the late 90s. Toyota retained the principle of assembly in fixed station, but only for 
smaller subsets. It did not go further, believing that it could not take the risk of to de-
pend more the goodwill of employees. Volvo was hit hard by the bursting of 1990 spec-
ulative bubble and the fall in demand that followed. It had to resign itself to reduce its 
production capacity by closing its smaller units, including that of Uddevalla. But be-
yond this economic reason, there was a deeper reason. Completely focused to do at least 
as well as on a mechanized assembly line, the management had not planned to open 
career prospects for employees which were involved in fact in a process of reversal of 
the intellectual division of labour. The assemblers were become indeed experts in 
“mountability” of the product, and they were able to suggest new ways of conceiving it. 
In the absence of reaction of the Management, employees did not imply more. The 
R&D sector was reluctant, despite or because of the proven contribution of assemblers. 
The shop floor leaders, the majority of executives and major shareholders opposed the 
resumption of the system elsewhere. The social compromise that was necessary to base 
this new production model would upset too much power in the workshops and even 
would destabilized the capital-labour relation itself. 

The case of Uddevalla plant is the most emblematic of those studied. But many other 
attempts to put the employees at the centre of production process have ended the same 
way. It has been also the same in automated production sectors. While it has been 
shown that it is possible to design automated machines that could be reliable by the op-
erators themselves, it is always the installations restricting their interventions that have 
been preferred, despite the additional costs and loss of time that they caused. 

The practical impossibility to reverse the intellectual division of labour in capitalist 
enterprises originate in fact from the capital-labour relation itself, as we have seen in a 
previous section. 
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The demonstration of the superiority of cooperation between individuals, free to mo-
bilize their cognitive abilities, knowledge, experience and expertise, on the intellectual 
division of labour, in term of productivity and quality, was made, not only for limited 
operations such as those mentioned above, but also at world scale. The best known of 
these demonstrations are the "free software" and the Wikipedia online encyclopaedia. 
But there are many others in the field of information and communication technologies, 
as well as in areas related to energy transition, health, etc. These new domains have 
generated a proliferation of initiatives, often activist character at the beginning. 

The free software movement was launched to fight against proprietary software of 
major IT groups. It gave a free and direct access to the source code of software designed 
by its members, and invited anyone who had time and skill to develop and improve 
them, on condition of benefiting to everyone. The creation, according to previous rules, 
of an operating system kernel, called Linux, is at the origin of the destabilization, unex-
pected by its creators, of quasi-monopole of IT giants. If the Linux system was used, 
until its formal adoption by China, only by 2% of personal computers in the world, it is 
the more used for mobile devices, for supercomputers, for servers and for electronic 
equipment (TV, GPS, etc.). 

The Wikipedia online encyclopaedia has become in a few years a reasonably reliable 
source of knowledge, accessible freely and universally, immediately and easily, few 
intimidating for its less educated people, thanks to voluntary contributions, large and 
small, regular or occasional, of its readers. It not only completely marginalize, or even 
eliminated, large traditional encyclopaedias, but it covers many more areas with much 
greater detail. It provides knowledge, frequently completed, updated and corrected, in a 
number of languages (over a hundred) that no encyclopaedia could offer. 

The superiority of the free and open cooperation on intellectual division of labour is 
due to several of its features: immediate integration of a contribution whenever it ap-
pears relevant and coherent, taking into account aspects often unknown of the problem 
through official holders of knowledge (engineers, experts, academics...), notably some 
concrete conditions of product use, multiple and immediate interactions between con-
tributors placed on an equal footing, highest probability of original ideas and discover-
ies because there is no disapproval risk and retaliatory, timeliness and responsiveness to 
the event because of a decision in short circuit, etc. 

If attempts at reversing the intellectual division of labour in capitalist companies 
have failed because of the capital-labour relation itself, achievements type free software 
or Wikipedia have also some limitations. They prefigure a potentially social relationship, 
but have not found so far and probably will never find the conditions for expanded re-
production. Volunteers are indeed contributors who did not need a wage or a revenue 
(retirees, pensioners, annuitants, beneficiaries unemployed, schoolchildren, students, at-
home wife, etc.), either employees or independent professionals using a portion of their 
free time, or even a part of their working time. 

This potential social relationship, based on an activity without monetary reward, can 
theoretically extend until the drying up of the source of volunteers. But it cannot take 
the place of other social relations (state, capitalist, domestic, petty commodity produc-
tion, etc.) since it depends. 

In the deliberate prospect of competing with capitalist firms on their own ground, can 
we imagine that existing cooperative enterprises, non-profit associations, services and 
state companies, develop within them an horizontal and vertical cooperation instead of 
their current allocation of tasks without internal dynamics? 
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By asking this question, are we not reinventing the cooperative socialism, that, in the 
nineteenth century, was opposed to the electoral socialism and to state socialism, and 
that Karl Marx castigated as a movement petty bourgeois and reactionary, structurally 
incapable of dealing with large monopolistic companies? 5 

In fact, the cooperative movement was very underdeveloped in the industry and has 
concerned only the small and medium enterprises, with few exceptions. If it was suc-
cessful to control the managers and to distribute best the fruits of labour, he had to ac-
cept to employ temporary workers which have not the status of cooperative member, 
and it failed to significantly diffuse and compete the capitalist sector, contrary to the 
hopes of its initiators first. To survive, it has had to take refuge in niches activities or 
low competition activities, where deskilling is limited. Only the cooperatives of small 
independent producers, especially in agriculture, groups of distributors or consumers, 
mutual and popular banks have managed to contain the spread of the capitalist relation 
in their sector, but at price often to look like it or to be increasingly dependent. 

The current cooperative sector remained marginal for two main reasons: one, sur-
mountable, is the lack of capital to make heavy investments, the other, more structural, 
comes from the origin of cooperatives, namely the defence of the profession and jobs 
such they were, against capitalist modernization and continuous increase in productivity. 

But without continuous increase in hourly productivity6, cooperatives never will 
compete capitalist enterprises. Increasing productivity does not mean necessarily inten-
sifying and deskilling the work and the eviction of the supernumerary workers at con-
stant production volume, as is the case with the capitalist relation. Unlike the latter, the 
cooperative relation is consistent with an inversion of the intellectual division of labour 
that would allow a higher increase of productivity. Better, it could find again, by that 
inversion, the deeper meaning of the struggle of workers, that is to say the control, not 
just of their business, but also of the entire labour process. 

If, for example, the time gains obtained by employees participation to the designing 
of machines or of automated procedures were used to create new better jobs through 
diversification of activities of cooperatives, associations or administrations, then these 
social relations could likely supplant the capital-labour relation on its own ground: that 
of its supposed unrivaled and unbeatable efficiency. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Besides being familiar to all the social sciences, it seems therefore that the concept of 
social relationship could be redefined in a way acceptable and stimulating. Because it 
reveals the presuppositions of disciplinary domains and points of view, it becomes a 
possible base for developing a common approach. It draws also a huge work program, 
at implementation of which no one is too, if he shared the ambition. 

The interdisciplinary power of the concept of social relationship, as certainly other 
concepts to consider, could be an argument to add to those justifying the creation of an 
institutional framework conducive to the convergence of social sciences: for example a 

                                                
5 However, Marx thought that workers' cooperatives became an instrument of the revolution, when the 
power was in the hands of workers, as was the case during the "Commune de Paris". 
6 Productivity is understood here in the broad sense, ie the time gain to produce a product or service, 
without to prejudge motivation to do so, and allocation of free time gained. 
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committee of recruitment and evaluation of researchers that could welcome all those 
which are ready to treat subjects requiring interdisciplinarity and to engage themselves 
resolutely in the project to promote a social science increasingly unified. The time has 
perhaps come to take theoretical and academic risks. 
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