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Exactly 20 years will have soon passed since the great 
French sociologist Michel Maffesoli published Le Temps des 
tribus (1988) which quickly gained fame and acclaim in ac-
ademic circles. However, the book’s truly worldwide career 
began when its English translation appeared nearly a de-
cade later. The Time of the Tribes rapidly made its way into 
the humanities reading canon in 1996, ensuring its author 
the title of one of the leading theorists of postmodernism.

It is clear after 20 years that what was behind the book’s 
spectacular success was the concept of neo-tribalism 
which Maffesoli employed to diagnose the condition of 
Western society at the end of the 20th century. In his ap-
proach, the contemporary world was experiencing mo-
mentous sociocultural transformation as a result of which 
the then dominant modernist system was gradually be-
ing replaced by postmodernism. Changes were affecting 
all spheres of life – religious, ideological, economic and 
even sexual – and their essence was that the mechanistic 
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structure of modernist society was transforming into an 
organic one. The former type of structure was based on 
the existence of a purpose-oriented political and econom-
ic organization in which specialized individuals worked 
together, having specific social functions. The sources 
of social ties were not everyday human interactions but 
rather imposed rules defined by authorities, the leaders of 
economic and political life (Maffesoli 1996:11).

The structure of a postmodern society is completely dif-
ferent. Maffesoli contends that its distinctive feature is 
sociality, which leads to the formation of a social order 
based on organic connections. Sociality is a natural hu-
man tendency; therefore, the social ties that follow from 
it are spontaneous and do not resemble imposed regula-
tions. An individual’s behavior is no longer limited to ful-
filling the functions determined by the place occupied in 
the social structure, but rather they depend on the chang-
ing social context. This requires each person (persona) to 
be able to play various social roles in different situations. 
In other words, postmodernity puts collectivism in place 
of individualism, and replaces the separation of individu-
als with people’s tendency to concentrate in micro-groups 
– in other words, tribes. It is in these tribes that the con-
temporary man experiences everyday life; they constitute 
the sign of the new times. As Maffesoli puts it, the char-
acteristic of the current times is the constant tension and 
struggle between two contrary trends: the development 
of the masses and tribalism and an increase of the im-
portance of social micro-groups (Maffesoli 1996: 6). The 
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most attention in the book was dedicated to presenting 
this dialectics of postmodern culture.

When contemplating the origin of tribalism, Maffesoli 
points to an identity crisis. In the time of rationalism, the 
sources of identity would be one’s class belonging, social 
function and a stable place in the structure which univocal-
ly determined the goals to be achieved, giving an individual 
a sense of purpose and being rooted in the world (ibid:11). 
Meanwhile, postmodernity substitutes certainty and sta-
bility with loss and alienation. The advancing massification 
uniforms us, encompasses more and more spheres of life, 
like an astronomic black hole in which we lose our individ-
ualism and sense of self-identification (ibid: 46). The search 
for community, emotional ties with others and striving to 
associate with them become a defensive reaction to the 
lack of a sense of identity. It is, however, not a rational step 
but an instinctive manifestation of ingrained puissance – 
a manifestation of a will to live with a sense of belonging 
to a community of ideas. And even though neo-tribes may 
seem like an antithesis of mass society, they are in essence 
its emanation, an inseparable and indispensible attribute. 
Tribalism and massification go hand in hand; they are the 
two sides of the same process of social life (ibid: 95).

Neo-tribes are usually small network structures in which 
we live playing various social roles. Sports fans, fans 
of pop culture celebrities, work groups, trendy cafe- or 
club-goers, hobbyists, local party organizations, neigh-
bor support groups, youth subcultures, ecological organi-
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zations, or tamagotchi lovers – these are all examples of 
such communities. Their multitude and diversity point to 
a fundamental characteristic of neo-tribes, that each con-
temporary human is, or may be, a member of many such 
groups at the same time, fluently changing their tribal be-
longing. People associate in them voluntarily; member-
ship is usually temporary and not formalized. However, 
it is important that while these communities seemingly 
serve different social, economic and political purposes, 
their true nature is about maintaining human interac-
tions. This is the way in which the spirit of puissance is 
manifested. Maffesoli contends that the fluidity and flex-
ibility of neo-tribes are the most significant characteris-
tics of the tribalism of the end of the 20th century.

Contemporary tribal structures have varied sizes and 
ranges. Some are limited to small local environments, 
while others are global and focusing on millions of peo-
ple. Moreover, members of a particular group may have as 
much that sets them apart as they have in common. Gen-
der, age, education, race, religious affiliation and origin are 
of no significance here. Nevertheless, there is a common 
denominator in all this diversity, which is – as Bauman 
(1995) proposed – the search for shelter. Neo-tribes are 
above all empathetic communities. The spiritual connec-
tion between members of contemporary tribes is based on 
emotional identification with them, attachment to similar 
values, a quest for empathy, and a community of inter-
ests, preferences and tastes: “The rational era is built on 
the principle of individuation and of separation, whereas 
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the empathetic period is marked by the lack of differentia-
tion, the ‘loss’ in a collective subject: in other words, what 
I shall call neo-tribalism” (Maffesoli 1996: 11).

The freedom with which people move between tribes fa-
cilitates constant interactions between them in the social 
space. This is how a network of networks is created, which 
is not imposed from above – like in modernity – but has 
its source in grassroots human activities. It is usually ful-
filled in a local space – a cafe around the corner or a near-
by stadium where people of a similar lifestyle gather. So-
cial distance, characteristic of the mechanistic structure, 
is replaced by the proxemics of sociality (ibid: 145).

Tribalism is nothing new in the history of humani-
ty. Maffesoli frequently emphasizes in his work that it 
is a trend constantly present in the life of each society, 
though it occurs with different intensity in various pe-
riods and has slightly different features. Therefore, he 
treats the proposed term metaphorically. Neo-tribes are 
not the same as traditional anthropological tribes, even 
though there are some analogies between them – partic-
ularly similarities between the dominant types of social 
ties. Old and new tribes are, above all, empathetic com-
munities whose members are not connected by a contract 
or an agreement, but by emotional ties, lifestyle and in-
ternal solidarity. References to classic anthropological 
concepts of the tribe are evident here and connotations 
with Durkheim’s collective consciousness or Tönnies’ Ge-
meinschaft are natural and justified (see Barański).
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The common characteristic of tribus and tribes is ritualiza-
tion of social life. Collective participation in ceremonies, for 
example a match of a beloved football team, a rock concert, 
or a fashion show, serves not only to express attachment 
to the same values but to strengthen the sense of belong-
ing to a group and to build one’s own identity and sense of 
self-identification (Maffesoli 1996: 93). Symbols play a crit-
ical role in this process. They are often an external sign of 
membership, a sign of belonging to the same community 
recognizable by fellow tribesmen. Club scarves, hairstyles 
and items of clothing are examples of neo-tribal symbols. 
Similarly to rituals, they above all fulfill an integrative 
function, providing people with what mass society does 
not give them – a sense of togetherness. Neo-tribes become 
quasi-religious communities through the communal nature 
of participation, sharing values and the directness of con-
tact. However, it is not about the traditionally understood 
religiosity but its simplest etymological meaning. Religare 
– Maffesoli reminds – means joining, connecting (ibid: 77).

Further, more or less pertinent analogies between neo-
tribes and tribes of classic anthropology could probably be 
noted. One of them would be the conviction that both for-
mations have vitality, isolation and mythicalness in com-
mon (ibid: 26). These similarities do not mean the two are 
identical though. Maffesoli is aware of this and emphasiz-
es that postmodernity is not a simple return to tribalism. 
While traditional tribes were characterized by stability 
and essential changelessness, their contemporary equiv-
alents are fluid, changeable and even accidental (ibid: 76). 
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It is a fundamental difference with a number of important 
consequences. They cause the metaphor of the neo-tribe 
to become even more conventional and its overly literal 
understanding may lead to many unwarranted conclu-
sions. Therefore, I think it is worth taking a closer look at 
the causes and consequences of the differences between 
the contemporary tribus and its historical archetype.

It seems that the idea of tribalism refers, though indirect-
ly, to the early phase of reflections on tribalism, when the 
term tribe was synonymous with the more popular term 
primordial society, used commonly in reference to the 
majority of groups from non-European cultures. These 
communities were to be characterized by a small size, 
homogeneity, simplicity and, reliance on family ties. The 
concept of tribe understood in such a manner was essen-
tially an antithesis of a modern society, considered the 
most perfect product of the socio-cultural revolution, as 
supposedly proven by its grandeur, high level of internal 
diversity and the complexity of the social fabric based on 
cooperation of specialized individuals and groups.

The development of the anthropological thought signifi-
cantly revised the previous way of thinking about the 
world of primordial cultures. First, scholars understood 
that they are very diverse; therefore, it was too much of 
a simplification to classify them all as tribes. With time, 
mostly due to the developments in the field of political an-
thropology, the term began to be used only in reference 
to communities in which informal authority is dispersed 
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among many small groups usually maintaining a consid-
erable amount of autonomy and independence. Despite 
decentralization, these groups co-create a whole, strong-
ly-integrated socio-political structure based on unilinear 
kinship ties. It provides members of the community with 
a sense of loyalty and all-tribe solidarity (see Service 1962).

In most tribes family ties play a much bigger role than regu-
lating interpersonal relations. They are the basis for recruit-
ing group members. They ensure the conditions for uninter-
rupted reproduction and continuity and constitute a major 
controller of the whole of social practice. The dominance of 
kinship over other types of social ties follows from the fact 
that it performs the functions of economic, political, reli-
gious and legal relations at the same time (see Dohnal 2001).

What transpires from the above is a fundamental charac-
teristic of anthropological tribes – membership in them 
stems from birth and not from an arbitrary choice. Exclud-
ing exceptional cases, it is not the individual who decides 
on his or her belonging to a group, but rather the origin, 
the genealogical ties which ensure being rooted in a per-
manent, unchangeable and organic structure comprising 
the dead ancestors as well as the living and the unborn 
members of the group. Moreover, the rules of kinship and 
affinity also determine social relations with others. They 
are the source of mutual rights and duties that bind all 
members of the group together. The principles for choosing 
a marital partner, economic cooperation, political allianc-
es and wars, and the characteristics of a belief system are 
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all spheres of culture saturated with kinship. This is what 
Bauman meant when he contended that “[tribal] fate was 
singularly unfit to be reforged into destiny” (1995: 284).

Neo-tribes do not have similar qualities. Their members 
are completely free to decide to which groups they belong. 
We do not become Harley riders or alter-globalists because 
we were born this way, but rather due to personal deci-
sions. Membership in any of such group does not need to 
be lifetime and it certainly does not deprive us of the pos-
sibility to be a member of other circles at the same time. 
Meanwhile an inhabitant of the Bandiagara Escarpment 
in African Mali is born and dies a Dogon, which excludes 
being a Songhai, Mossi, or Fulbe at the same time. They 
may not simply relinquish their membership in their own 
community. In the world of traditional tribes there is not, 
or at least until recently there has not been, a possibility 
of being “stateless”, a person who does not belong to any 
community. This is not just an issue of the danger of los-
ing one’s identity but a condition for biological survival. It 
is not without a reason that one of the most severe social 
sanctions used to be exclusion from a group – a sentence 
that practically meant an execution. In other words, re-
maining in or out of a tribe is not a free choice.

Temporarily joining a group of users of a consumer good, 
for example a certain brand of a car or cigars, or engaging 
in the activities of a local hunting group, does not entail 
any serious obligation. Even if such appear – in the form 
of membership fees or other payments – their acceptance 
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is voluntary and their fulfillment may be stopped at any 
time without any consequences. Such behavior is not pos-
sible in a tribe whose members are obliged by loyalty to-
ward the corporate group. Everyday relations are based on 
cooperation and mutuality, and the welfare of the com-
munity is more important than the interest of an individ-
ual. Therefore, it is not possible without risking serious 
sanctions, to stop participating in the life of the commu-
nity – refusal to work in the field, not attend the hunt or 
a relative’s funeral. Thanks to these qualities tribes are 
lasting and strongly internally integrated, while tribus 
exists only as long as it is attractive to its members.

Social relations in traditional tribes were based on di-
rect everyday contact. Physical closeness, additionally 
strengthened by the conviction of the existence of fam-
ily ties, constituted the basis for group solidarity. Tan-
gibly experienced communion did not require additional 
confirmation. In this context, neo-tribes are clearly dif-
ferent. Many of them are groups whose members do not 
even know of each other’s existence, have never met or 
been in contact with each other. Similarly to Anderson’s 
imagined communities, neo-tribes are consolidated only 
by the conviction of sharing common values and spiritu-
al affinity. Such type of ties means that they are usually 
loosely integrated, which puts them at an additional risk 
of impermanence and changeability.

To conclude this review of the differences between tradi-
tional and contemporary tribes – incomplete and simplified 
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out of necessity – I would like to draw attention to anoth-
er important aspect. There can be no doubt that the term 
“tribe” has for a long time been causing much controver-
sy in anthropology as too ambivalent (Fried 1967: 154). It 
would often be used without deeper reflections in reference 
to very diverse communities. However, there is a domi-
nant trend in anthropology at present to only consider as 
tribes the communities whose socio-political organization 
meets strictly defined requirements. In this way it becomes 
possible to differentiate them from other systems, such as 
hordes, chiefdoms or states (see Lewellen 1992).

The metaphor of the neo-tribe, proposed by Maffesoli in 
his book, is by nature conventional and ambiguous. While 
it could suggest a comparison of tribus to the classic tribe 
by reference to the anthropological tradition, at the same 
time this category lacks clearly distinctive characteris-
tics which would allow its precise definition. As a result, 
the impression may arise that almost any group could 
be called a neo-tribe if it meets two conditions at once: 
it functions within a postmodern mass society and its 
members may be ascribed the intention of seeking emo-
tional identification with others. The problem lies in the 
fact that both criteria are vague and leave an unlimited 
scope for arbitrary interpretation. If every community, 
regardless of its size, range, level of internal integration, 
or even what its members think of it, may be considered 
neo-tribal, this means that all cats are black. It does not 
seem that such a diagnosis would help us better under-
stand the world we live in.
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I do not discredit the idea of the neo-tribalism. Neverthe-
less, I believe it is a term more descriptive than analytical. 
It has some heuristic value, but using it thoughtlessly may 
result in falling into schematism and banality. Neo-trib-
alism understood metaphorically may lighten the dark-
ness of postmodernity, but its overuse makes us helpless 
in even deeper darkness.
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