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Abstract: In this paper we present theoretical and methodological, epistemology elements, relevant
to the research works for doctorate theses performed at the Centre d’Etude sur I'’Actuel et le Quotidien
(CEAQ) of the University La Sorbonne, Paris V. The core of the work highlights the methodology
used in the Centre, denominated as fractal methodology, which is characterized for being a “weak”
method, with the possibility of adapting itself to social changes and to the complexity of the
phenomena. This strategy of method avoids the linearity and sequence and prefers to construct using
organized, fractal modules. The phenomenological posture according to which the scientificity of a
study is rooted in its real inscription in the experience of the quotidian (or methodological situationism),
is another of the important elements present in the Centre investigations. Finally, it is concluded that
the Centre researches are distinguished by their comprehensive and interpretative approaches the
symbolic dimension of experience estimates.
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Resumen: En este ensayo se presentan los elementos tedricos y metodoldgicos, epistemologicos,
sobresalientes de los trabajos de investigacion, tesis de doctorado, realizados en el Centro de Estudios
sobre lo Actual y lo Cotidiano (CEAC) de la Universidad de La Sorbona-Paris V. El ntcleo del trabajo
destaca la metodologia utilizada en el centro, denominada como metodologia fractal, la cual se
caracteriza por ser un método “débil”: que esté en posibilidad de adaptarse a los cambios sociales y a
la complejidad de los fendémenos. Esta estrategia de método evita la linealidad y la secuencia, y prefiere
construir a través de modulos organizados, fractales. La postura fenomenoldgica segun la cual la
cientificidad de un estudio se encuentra enraizada en su real inscripcion en la experiencia en lo
cotidiano (o situacionismo metodoldgico), es otro de los elementos importantisimos presentes en las
investigaciones del centro. Finalmente, se concluye que las investigaciones del centro se distinguen por
sus acercamientos comprensivos e interpretativos que valoran la dimension simbolica de la experiencia.
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This essay is the result of a work which I developed during

several stays in Paris between the years 2001 and 2002; during these stays
I frequently attended the Paris-Sorbonne University and in particular the
Center of Studies on the Actual and Quotidian (Centre d’Etude sur I’ Actuel et
le Quotidien, CEAQ), establishing constant contacts with diverse researchers
who work in said center and with the director of the center, the professor
Michel Maffesoli as well. My objective was to define epistemological and
methodological lines of the researches performed at the CEAQ, in particular
those relative to the imaginary topic and its forms, still scarcely developed
in the sociology sphere. The following pages are part of a general work,
devoted to the methodological “sensibility” which emerges from the analysis
of some doctoral theses carried out in the center. Particularly, I have
examined fifteen theses, privileging a criterion linked to the variety of subjects
and the methodological indications adopted by the authors. I hereby attempt
not to exhaustively introduce the CEAQ methodology, but to suggest some
“hints” which emerged from my experience in the “field”.

CEAQ is a center of research of the Paris-Sorbonne University V and
it also has the collaboration of numerous researchers with international
recognition. The center was founded in 1982 by Michel Maffesoli and
Georges Balandier; from the moment of its birth it has been interested in
the study of new forms “sociality” and of the imaginary in their numberless
variations. Among their study fields we can find the role of the imaginary
and imagination to the interior of the multiple realities lived in the sphere
of quotidian life. It is, the new forms of emergent sociality, such as those
of reticular nature, of consumption or telematics, or even the groups which
gather in festive or sporting occasions: in few words, all the of the new manners
of the societal being-together (Maffesoli); the role of the proximity and localism
as forms of the re-appropriation of social existence is valorized. Finally, in
recent years the study of new technologies has become increasingly
important as well as their impact on the territory and quotidian experience.
Students and researchers who attend CEAQ have different academic
positions: there are those who are still in maitrise, who attend DEA (Diplome
d’Etudes Approfondies), who are preparing a doctoral thesis and even those
who work as a professor in the school or researcher in the private research
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centers and foster their interest in academic research and works in the center.
The personnel who work in CEAQ is widely varied, either from the
professional perspective or nationality: one witnesses the presence, or also
just the “sight”, of numerous foreigner researchers, for instance: Brazilian,
Italian, Japanese, Asian from diverse origins as well as, naturally, French.
The element which largely joins the different attendants is their adhesion to
Maffesoli’s theoretical orientation, who, however, as director of doctoral
theses, limits himself to point out some general indications, giving liberty
to each researcher to face their study field as best as they think it is. In
reality, they are people already socialized in a partial manner with the
methodological climate in CEAQ, and when they submerge into Maffesoli’s
theories, during their studies, decide to deepen their theories and apply
them through empirical researches. The researches are, in particular, of the
qualitative kind, attentive to the multiple variations of the imaginary in
contemporary society, to the practices and objects which work as a
background to the social actors’ everyday life. nowadays, CEAQ is divided
into groups, each one of them is interested in a certain field of study and
where diverse people interested take part in. The groups are the following:
GEMODE: Group of study on fashion; SFB: Franco-Brazilian Seminar;
GRETECH: Group of Research on New Technologies and the Quotidian;
GREMES: Group of Research and Study on Music and Socialization;
GESCOP: Group of Study on Comprehensive and Phenomenological
Sociologies; GEMMI: Group of Study on the Myths and Imaginal World;
GRACE: Group of Research on Body Anthropology and its Carriers.
Researches often follow a determined trajectory, which starts from an
interest in a certain topic or area of study and its theoretical deepening;
frequently, a first “exploration” on the territory is completed (exploratory
phase), with the aim to structure the first hints of the search, which, however,
can be discussed or restructured. Finally, based on the hypotheses and the
methodological frame clarification, one can continue to the diverse phases
of research on the field (analytical phase), which can have different times
and adopt different integrated techniques. There will be suspicion, even
among the researches, that the hypotheses of those who research in CEAQ
are “led” by the background theory, and that the practical study will not
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produce a different result but the restitution of the starting ideas. For such
a purpose, the only observation considered as appropriate is that this risk is
always present in any empirical research; it is true that the methodology in
CEAQ is not very rigid and constructive and the theory is prone to multiple
“readings”: in it there is an intellectual environment where it is potentially
possible to integrate several approaches.

Federico Casalegno (2001) proposes a metaphorical expression to
designate an approaching which deeply reflects the “spirit” of CEAQ, which
is that of the fractal methodology.? It is a reflection that suggests a “weak”
method which has the possibility to adapt itself to social changes and
phenomena complexity. From the moment the research object seems
complex and polymorphic, it is necessary to construct a methodological
direction which unites the dynamics and transformation in action, avoiding
proceeding in a “linear and sequential”, but “by means of organized modules,
in the shape of a fractal”. The practice of the fractal procedure leads to
choose, from the vast panorama of the phenomenon to be analyzed, a
particular aspect, upon which one proceeds to develop a first research which
will allow the construction of the search’s initial traces. This enables
constructing an image which orients the subsequent deepening. Hence, the
results are valid with other colleagues and, in this context, the rest of the
phenomenon’s aspects are chosen for the coming researches. Fractal
methodology is based on a supposition which considers the object and its
components: each fragment that integrates the whole possesses, in small
scale, all of the general characteristics or reflects them. In this line, F.
Casalegno supports having compiled a series of “relations of synthesis” on
individual “modules” of his own research, each one of which constituted
in itself an unit, yet at the same time it contained the elements of
compression of the phenomenon as a whole and of other previous and
later relationships. Each relation was submitted to a critical discussion and
the results from said exam reoriented the research.

2 The Latin adjective fractus means “irregular, fragmented” and also “weak”.
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Another practical instance can be given. Stéphane Hugon, another researcher
from the center, counting the iter of his own research on the practice of the
Internet use, he supports having worked on more fronts: he visited the net
himself with the aim to individualize several users’ typologies; he
interviewed people who informed him of their internet practice; talked to
people close to the institutions of the city of Paris, who have something to
do with the internet; finally, he interviewed some professionals close to
Methos Society, who work for Microsoft. The point here is a methodological
attitude, plural and open to the changes which require the progressive
discovery and the analysis of the work field, of its own practical limits and
of the diverse faces which at first sight do not seem to be evident.

The researches developed in CEAQ do not follow any restrictive
procedural rule, but mere indications of orientation, which give freedom to
each researcher of establishing the method for their own field of study: so
that it is possible to express “methodological sensibility”. Methodological
reflection, as it will be seen assumes a certain consistence, frequently remits
to notions of epistemological and philosophical nature. For CEAQ
epistemology and philosophy do not have precise limits and proposed
towards a history to the interior of a reflection of open nature and in fieri,
which altogether with references to classical authors, does not cease to
evolutionize and enlarge with the contributions from theories of
international-level researchers.

The center is, clearly, in the field of the qualitative research, even when
there are examples of use of conventional research techniques; nonetheless,
the latter are infrequent and are used as complementary methods in respect
to the considered unconventional. E. Morin, defining the distinction between
methodology and method, stresses that the latter can be modified during
the research development, in function of the information received by the
singularity of each object of study: it is actually this ductility of the method
what is valued in CEAQ’s researches. In this same line a new conception is
found facing M. Weber, in accordance with it each method is adequate if it
is effective in the research framework and does not require to be guided by
their adhesion or discordance with an abstract methodological ideal.
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Finally, Maffesoli points out the manner in which an object becomes evident
can orient the research, said in other words, there is not “a” method, on the
contrary, each researcher constructs their own method. Operating a
methodological bricolage in function of the object of study; the imposition
of a method is translated in an a priori that impedes the individual’s
comprehension; Borges stated: “the map is not the territory”.?

CEAQ’s researches, and hereby | particularly refer to those developed
as doctoral theses, are rather diverse in respect to the level of the studied
subjects and, partly, because of the used techniques; nonetheless, in this
vast panorama it is possible to find some constants, which at a good extent
derive from Maffesoli’s thought. As for the rest, the element that seems to
be the fil rouge of the diverse objects of study is their inscription in the
quotidian; this means that attentions is paid to the dimension of the lived
present, to the different forms of concrete sociality which acquire form in
everyday life and to the imaginary load that all the aforementioned
presupposes. In this frame, common sense is a privileged medium of the
analysis of the quotidian.

As for the degree of the researcher’s participation in respect to the object
of study, one can remember Maffesoli’s suggestion: the scientificity of a
study is not determined by rationalism and epistemological “rupture”, but
by its actual inscription in the experience. This inscription in the experience and
in the flow of the lived is a constant which goes through the methodological
reflections in the different researches; for said purpose, one can refer to
Maffesoli’s methodological situationism (Le Queau, 1997), in accordance to i,
every action and every object have an immanent intelligibility that must be
cultivated by the researcher from time to time. According to the
hermeneutics’ perspective, the very interpreters must be determined by what
they interpret in a hermeneutical circle which continuously moves from
subject to object. From this presupposition an interpretative sociology of
the “inside” is derived, it values the effective participation and empathic
relationship between the researchers and their objects, always keeping the
necessary distance.

3 This phrase is frequently cited by Maffesoli.
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An effectively comprehensive sociology must analyze the significations
of the actions and the lived situations which these give them through the
social actors, and thus, it must study has that has to do with the experience.
In this sense, one needs to assume a listening attitude in respect to the
social actors: as P. Le Quenau (ibid) states, it is a matter of trust which is
had in the actor and the capacity to light their own experience. One of the
main objectives of the researches is that of understanding the social actors’
common practices, their appropriation of the cultural objects; so
ethnographical and pragmatic surveys are elaborated with references to the
ethno-methodology.

The collective experiences the actors together construct are analyzed
in their material and even in their symbolic aspect; the symbolic dimension
requires an approach of the qualitative kind and, the research has to do
with the territory of the emotional and imaginary, it is bound to the
“derivations” or even, it cannot be linear (Tiret, 1997). Then it is necessary
to stress that a narrow qualitative method is not apt to show the poly-
dimensional aspect of the society and its imaginary substratum: Maffesoli
stresses in such manner the efficacy of the practice of the analogy, which
can clarify the symbolic aspects of social life. In its complexity, psychological
analysis lack dialogue between diverse disciplines and fruitful interchange
which remits to Morin’s notion of inter-disciplinariness. Every
methodological reflection thus presented is supported upon the observation
by W. Dilthey, according to which,s it is not necessary to isolate a proportion
of reality as though it was an anatomical preparation, but always to remember
the relation between that proportion and the great organism of reality.

Aseptic objectivity in sciences is an illusion, for it is always an
application of a perspective or even an integration of more points of view,
which propose a reading of their object of study; it has to do with the field
of the lived experience, either it is that of a researcher or that of the social
actors which attribute coherence to a phenomenon or a cultural object. The
social phenomenon possesses besides, its own dynamics and specificity
which excludes any abstract imposition of method, penalizes the emptying
of the sense of the comprehensive research. This means that the researcher
must question and answer to himself along the course of the own study,
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following the oscillations and modifications every practical research always
carries in it. The researcher must assume a “stance” of listening and
acceptance before social data, an attitude of humble observation of the
multiple edges of the phenomenon’s complexity. Contradiction and paradox
have to be considered as the possible limits of a study which indeed one
wants to understand, hence interior to the social object, which because of
its very nature is “obscure” and polymorphic.

It is about dealing with the social actors’ motivations by means of what
they say, preserving trust as affirmed by P Ricouer, “faith” in the actor’s
capacity to illuminate their own their experiences, even though it is only
partially; this is the trust in the act what makes what people say make sense,
against the belief that the psychologist has a knowledge the actor does not
(Le Queau, 1997). Researchers which move towards the world of the
emotional, the affective, face the problem, stated by Weber, of the relation
between activity of the affective nature and sociological research: from the
very moment that the behavior of emotional origin is in the limit of what is
conscious, this would not be understood by sociology; however, when one
emotional aspect is considered as for experience of what object is, it implies
sense producer devices which can be sociologically understood (ibid). In the
framework of the objective sense research, the person is not always fully
aware of their motivations and its actions’ efficacy; so comprehensive
sociology, in general, turns out to be incomplete and provisional, since
nothing can be taken as total or definitive (Tiret, 1997). In any case, social
actors have the capacity to reflect on their personal experiences, which,
becoming objective through language, reach in unison the experience’s
highest degree of subjectification. In the dialogue, experiences are socialized
and assume their collective dimension. In this frame, the sociologist can
appeal to the interview, talking with the actors in order to take the forms
and significations of these collective experiences. Nonetheless, the researcher
must flee from any sort of ethnocentrism, even from that of intellectual
nature; it is a good general principle to listen to the other, in a reciprocal
interchange which can be seen as a mutual mechanism of objectivization
and that allows relativizing the proper point of view in function of a
construction of experience, hence, of identity, collective.
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Substantially discourses, and social texts in general, have the description of
a perspective upon reality and provide the coordinates of construction from
this point of view (Le Queau, 1997). ]

The attention to the lived experience, as it is evident, convokes the
dimension of the quotidian; another great directive of research, the question
of everyday life and the practices which cross that line which the CEAQ’s
researches follow. What makes the sense are the petty quotidian aspects
continuously fulfilled; an effectively attentive method to understand the
meanings of the lived must be directed towards the “life’s interstices” (Tiret,
1997). For instance, technology, the object the most remits to the statistical
or micro-sociological analysis, is in reality researched as object of social
use in the dimension of integration to quotidian life of those who use it,
definitely as an appropriation by the subjects. Maffesoli, on his own,
frequently draws the attention on the dimension of cultural practices and
on the appropriation (one of the entries of his notion of ruse) which people
fulfill in the environment of their everyday life. Thus the researcher appeals
to ethnographic techniques in order to “go to discover” those social uses;
hence, quotidian life is the

terrain of the confrontation and negotiation, where ordinary practices and
common sense resist, always, all kind of relations of domination, taking over
a plurality of resources —imaginaries, lived experiences, shared passions, ano-
dyne objects, sociality, etcetera— and dodging systematic constrictions, which
sometimes ends in modifying the limits of the very objective conditions
(Maffesoli, 1983: 63).

The method of crossing several data gathering techniques or integrating
and broadening researches developed in the past is accordant with the
comprehensive approach, and its methodological holism is located on the
line followed by numerous researchers form CEAQ. Oliver Sirost, in his
thesis on the camping social phenomenon (Sirost, 2000), broadens and
integrates an own previous research, in such manner that his sociological
look is the result of a panorama composed by cross-studies.
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Thus, the comprehension is enriched and deepened, and the phenomenon
is taken from several perspectives, with the conviction that from the moment
in which a social practice must be studied in its significance by those who
live it, it is beneficial to operate the integration of several looks, both
theoretical and practical. The research and comprehension’s trajectory is an
open journey, in accordance with the “Dionysian” spirit of knowledge
(Maffesoli): one starts without knowing the goal, without a project which
directs the arrival, adapting from time to time the own instruments. This is
a principle in accordance with social reality, rich in uncertainties, disorders,
non-rational aspects; then the method will be in constant adaptation with
the discourses and practices found along the research. Referring to a method
to analyze the postmodern society’s phenomena means to refer to discovery
and innovation, in a road, according to the very etymology of the term
method, which leads to a continual adaptation of this to the flow of the
experience.

The complexity of a research work is determined with the articulated co-
presence of objectivity, subjectivity and affectivity, closely linked to the
problem, according to Morin, by the difficulty of thinking, since thought is
a full confrontation with, yet in unison against, logic, word, and concept.
Studying complex problems inside a society requires this to be made through
a complex thought that integrates the disorders, uncertainties and antinomies
which appear.

Still following Morin, subjectivity is not anti-scientific, It is rather a
fundamental element which concurs to the construction of the research, to
the extent in which it is calibrated by the necessary distance: “We think that
the optimum relationship requires, on the one side, the separation and
objectification towards the object of research, and on the other, participation
and sympathy towards the inquired subject; from the moment that the
researched subject and the subject of the investigation are nothing but the
same element, we are called to be double” (Morin, 1994: 223). This is how
“to the double nature of what is researched, subject and object, must
correspond to a double I who researches” (Morin, 1994: 224).
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Subjectivity and objectivity interact in any research and it is needed to know
how to serve them. In order to understand the other it is necessary to
recognize oneself as subject before other subject; in this sense, one access
to the understanding of a phenomenon through comparison and projection
elements between one’s situation and that of the other, establishing a sort
of empathic relation. By means of this double procedure of an emotional
sharing and remoteness objectively (explanation) it is possible to take the
ambivalence of the observed situations and the hear speeches, always
grasping the phenomena such as they are, in the concrete.

An effectively interpretative methodology can make the defects of the
positivist modern thought and their re-signification of the concepts appear,
constructed to grasp reality. Comprehensive sociology works often referred
to hermeneutics, understood by Gadamer as the art of the interpretation
and also definable, following Dilthey, such as the theory of the understanding
(Le Queau, 1997). The principles of typification (Schiutz) can be thus
inserted in the general process of interpretation, which is understood as
“re-collection” of the sense and its integration (ibid). The sense is re-grasped
rejoining the intention of the actor who fulfills a certain action and relating
this subjective dimension with the whole where it is inserted (integration)
(idem). Hermeneutics, such as comprehensive sociology, professes respect
for the object and at the same time it suggests that the interpreter must let
be determined by what he is studying, in an hermeneutical circle which
continuously goes back and forth from the subject to the object of study.
The interpretation restitutes the sense of the social object such as this is
“evidenced”, for it is the only manner of representing for us the contents of
the social representations (Maffesoli, 1986: 114).* The process of
interpretation always presupposes a certain movement in respect to the real
course of actions; this distance cannot be filled since there are some values,
in the Weberian Sense of the term, or even some orientations of the
researchers who guide their trajectory of study. Nevertheless, the impression
of walking on particular understandings of minute acts, considered banal,
in reality restitutes the sense of a wider universe, in a holistic dimension.

4 NB: There is a Spanish language translation by Fondo de Cultura Econdmica: El conocimento
ordinario.

100



Valentina Grassi. Research at the Center of
Studies on the Current and Quotidian

Global sense can be reached only by means of approximations and this is
the manner in which it is necessary to consider unusual researches.

Social phenomena such as the types of popular music (Cathus, 1997)
are run by an ephemeral effervescence which can be captured with a “stance”
of abandonment towards the very phenomenon; the a posteriori writing
can only partly restitute what has been lived in the period of the field
research. The concept of effervescence is developed by Durheim in The
elementary forms of the religious life, where the author refers to a collective
force which in some moments it is felt in a particularly pregnant and “the
individuals search for each other, largely rejoin. From this comes a general
effervescence, characteristic of the revolutionary or creative epochs”
(Durkheim, 1973: 219).5 Maffesoli, in a presentation of the classical text by
Durkheim on The elementary forms of the religious life, affirms:

The pretension of the concept, which is regularly in the history of thought,
seems to forget that its perfection is on the one side abstract —since the
concept, due to the mass of information, only retains the more visible ele-
ment, more evident— and on the other that such pretension always arrives
post-festum...., when the advent or the phenomenon have concluded. This last
element is of the utmost importance, precisely for sociological research, in the
sense that it is not seen so that it expresses the Truth on the phenomena [...]
moreover, an analysis can be performed on the manner in which these phe-
nomena have been interpreted and this is what a sociology of the quotidian
must be devoted (or should be devoted) to fulfill (Maffesoli, 1991: 30-31).°

It is essential to activate both dispositions for the observation, the
enthusiasm and necessary coldness, yet the extent at which these must be
calibrated makes any research a stake: “this is why the research([...] requires
a great deal of strategy, a lot of invention and, if it wants to be science,
must be art” (Morin, 1994: 208).

>NB There is a Spanish language translation by Alianza: Las formas elementales de la vida religiosa.
® Italics by the authoress.
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The perspective of the “inside” is undoubtedly one of the most solid
lines which join the different CEAQ’s researches and, in some cases it
coexists with the perspective of the “outside”; it is the same as saying that
the participant observation where the studied object is completely
submerged, it is supported on some moments of separation, where the very
object is observed from the other perspective, “external”. However, in order
to interpret the manifestation of the social phenomena it is important to be
in the crowd, the groups and the events which are under study, observe the
behaviors, emotionally prove what the rest prove. Accepting the suppositions
of the circularity method, and the paradoxes which can be found along this
line, submerges more usefully in the studied object, without imposing it an
abstract coherence.

The attention to the subjects’ experience, also in their continuous
becoming dimension, requires for the ends of the knowledge a certain
formalization; the notions of form, (Simmel, Maffesoli) and of ideal-type
(Weber) are justified at the extent in which in the interior of the diversity
and fluidity of the lived it is possible to find a certain unity. The “formist”
method is susceptible to leave the road clear for potentialities that could at
least manifest, conversely to what happens with abstract thought, which
tries to embrace reality in its totality (Maffesoli, 1996: 114).” The research
of ways of life and social activity emerges from the observation on the
field and not from the application of abstract categories or a priori; in practice
the form emerges from the multiplicity of its modulations as epistemological
orientation or research methodology.

The form and “formist” method have been reinterpreted by Tacussel,
who has re-baptized this sort of methodological line as a “figurative
approximation” (Tacussel, 1995). The notion of figure, as declination of the
form, concerns with the presence on the interior of the quotidian life of a
load of unreality, hence, of the imaginary that can be studied
through some units constructed with an interpretative end. This means that

" NB: there is a Spanish language translation by Paidds: Elogio de la razén sensible.
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it is possible to individualize some form-models which do not actually exist,
yet they are used for studying it. The figure is a perceptive form that emerges
from the indistinctness and it acquires meaning in its automation by means
of the schematic lines. The sense produced by the figure it is only potentially
there, as soon as it is updated only in its performance by the social group
(Roland, 1997). According to Schiitz, the methodological trajectory to be
fulfilled is that of making emerge typical actions which have to do with the
observed situations and respond to the three postulates on “scientific
modeling of the social world”: logical consistence, or coherence of the
formal elements; subjective interpretations, or congruency between the
actor’s subjective signification and the contents revealed by the figure;
adequacy, through which the actor, positioned in the same conditions
revealed by the form can comprehend the meaning proposed by it (Schutz,
1979: 43-44). The same process of “formalization” is completed by the
social actor when in the course of his experience of the world, tries to give
it a certain “framing” to be oriented. The very process of interpreting is the
expression of a social form, established by common sense, in the sense of
the typization which was stated by Schiitz, or even a representation in
correspondence with a lived reality. In the practice, we understand, or access
to the reservoir of knowledge to our disposition, through the lived of our
small quotidian histories, which typify or vision of the world. The
construction of types, of abstractions with heuristic end, must always keep
contact with the phenomenological existence. In the practice, the procedure
followed by the researcher must correspond to the “banal” file which the
social agent puts into practice in the experience of the knowledge: he moves
along something already known (object, word, practice) in order to
comprehend or establish a new relation in everyday life. This mechanism
takes place in the conscience of the agent, who is in-formed by social practices
and at the time synthesizes them in a structured whole. The conscience
interprets in this manner the new experiences re-appropriating the available
information patrimony; social practices are among them in relation of
continual transitivity, even in the form which each one individually assumes.
These “tangle” is of the utmost importance for the researcher in social
sciences who looks at in order to understand the meaning of these practices
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as well as that of the emergent. The methodology of convergence seeks a
morphological similitude, and non-functional, which lies upon homology
(Durand) or upon analogy (Maffesoli), among various phenomena towards a
form.

An effective understanding cannot be guided by the research’s inter-
disciplinariness criterion. Social thought assumes diverse disciplinary forms,
and a correct analysis of an object must be actively directed towards diverse
fields, among them philosophy, history, anthropology, psychology, linguistics,
literature, music. Methodologically the principle of multiplicity of the
gathered disciplines is linked to the notion of “macro-concepts” by Morin:
there are some notions which have more sources and it is necessary to use
more disciplines to gather them. The method, according to one of Morin’s
notions, must be circular, or presuppose a series of beneficial interchanges
between the different sciences, as well as consider social sciences inserted
in a vicious circle where one can also find biology and physics. It is a method
considered at the time comprehensive and reflexive which is focused on
the social and cultural elements that compose the method’s spiral, however,
not in an accumulative sense, since so would lead to a return to the
qualitative.

The methodology of qualitative mould as well as the comprehensive,
which unites the researches of CEAQ gives an account of the social
significants, joins the research on the function and declinations of the
imaginary in social practices and in the relations with the cultural objects.
What emerges from the view of the whole is, once again, a general sensibility
rather than rigid methodological rules; hence, attention is given to
imaginative activity and to the function in determinate contexts, or to the
cultural symbols linked to a determinate practice or object, or to the imaginary
as general notion that remits to the emotions, beliefs, social representations’
sphere. As vast as the theory’s limits are the numerous methodological
criteria  and the application fields of the theory.
Such variety and flexibility could be valued as “institutionism” and
improvisation, and this has often taken place. Nonetheless, looking for the
construction of a methodologically rigid project in the field of the imaginary
would be rather sterile; as a matter of fact when Durand headed towards
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this direction, with The anthropological structures of the imaginary, although the
great contribution he made to the anthropology of the image, actually the
narrowly structural base became “archaic”. Making research in the field of
the imaginary means to accept the dialogue between the logical and the
analogical, use the metaphor controlling the use and fulfilling a journey
which continuously lays a bridge between the abstract and the concrete.

The analysis according to the perspective of the imaginary is here applied
to a wide variety of objects, constituting itself as an approach which can
complete and enrich the rest, and in unison, open new research horizons. P.
Le Queau’s thesis (1997) on the Buddhist cults in France constitutes one
of the most eloquent analyses of the marginal orb and the universe of the
imaginary in a sociological research.

The narration is remitted to the activity of the symbolic imagination
through which the believer restores the symbolic-anthropological interchange
with the group, there where modern logic has shear it; hence the narration
assumes two fundamental functions: on the one side, it makes the believer
assimilate the symbolic and ideological corpus of the community and its
reality’s interpretation technique; on the other side, it has a fundamental
role in the very constitution of the group, since it constitutes an
“euphemized” form of itself. What is more, on the interior of the community
it shows similarities to the myth dynamics, for instance in the fact of
representing the “perfectionant redundancy” (Durand), according to which
the symbols which take part in the narration’s development are repeated
many times, achieving new connotations. The narration of one’s life becomes
into a methodological instrument of a great symbolic efficacy which, as the
symbol, establishes meaning. The experience of reality in the sphere of the
Buddhist communities shows having its own source in the imaginal world,
mid universe (mesocosmos) in it, the group and the imaginary. In Le Queau’s
thesis the field of the imaginary is explored in two of its components:
the imaginative activity, as therapeutic practice and integration in the group,
and the religious symbols, which intervene in the imaginative practices
(narrations). The researcher’s work can be easily used as model of the analysis
of the imaginary of a group and its reality’s symbolical construction, with
the aim to integrate the members.
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Among the researches consulted, one of them that is approached in toto
in the analysis of the imaginary dimension of the phenomenon is that by P.
Roland on contemporary dance (Roland, 1997). The analysis of the
choreographic practices in anthropology is often linked to that of the myths
and rites of the so-called “traditional” societies. Based in this line of thought,
Roland carries out a field research on the practice of dance in contemporary
society. Here dance is identity as a total social fact, a Mauss’ expression to
define the social practices which in unison express the constituent
fundaments of a social group; hence the interests that assumes a study on
this phenomenon either the society where it is inserted. The aim of the
research is, indeed, that of understanding and then describing the symbolic
fundaments of the diffuse images of contemporary dance, on the hypothesis
that can lead to the ulterior understanding of the founding myths upon
which “the being-together” is founded and which society appeals if it
perceives the weakening of the collective linkage (Maffesoli, 1986: 85). In
the practice, the researcher is set to analyse, according to his own words,
“if he organizes, if he structures and if he polarizes the contemporary
choreographic imaginary”, interpreted as a vision of the world, a constitution
of the sense from our occidental societies. This sort of trajectory asks for
the Durkhemian notion of social representations, which remits to that of
symbolism, or even to the medium by means of which a society becomes
aware of itself and establishes a relationship with the world which surrounds
it. From an epistemological point of view, all knowledge is founded on a
reading of reality which presupposes some “cousin” principles, which can
be called paradigms (Kuhn) and archetypes (Durand), which is the same as
saying “fundamental representations that organize the
reading of reality and legitimate it as so” (Roland, 1997).
Substantially, the elaboration of sense and its organization manner, with its
particular logic, are guided by a representative matrix or, the paradigm or
the archetype; through this lack of reality knowledge access reality (Morin).
This epistemological presupposition confirms the primordial characteristic
of the representation, i.e., that of possessing its own semantics or the
capacity to produce sense at social level. The function of the image in the
social construction of reality forces to study the object of research in its
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relation with the imaginal world and, in this context, to interpret the myth
as elaboration of a discourse, which finds in this world its front. The
contemporary choreographic discourse is thus faced by Roland, who prefers
to take his semantic “thickness” through the images proposed by this
discourse. What is more, the images are regrouped in the “constellations”
(Durand) which agglomerate it and organize it. The mythical matrix of the
choreographic discourse, as well as that of the different artistic expressions,
is an indispensable instrument of the interpretations and of the personal
realizations of the dance practice. The methodology adopted by Roland is
that of homology or analogy, as Maffesoli calls it. In the practice, some
morphological equivalents are being researched, as well as non-functional,
and they reveal, by means of comparative logic, different figures generated
and conquered by the contemporary choreographic imaginary. It is evident
the evolutionary trajectory of diverse figurative forms, in order to interpret
the choreographic works in constitutive relationship between present topics
and archetypical structures they show. Thus is how an approximation of
the mythoanalytical (Durand) is delineated: the discovery of the elemental
components and the semantic variables of every mythology is translated in
the research of the latent myth in a “profane” discourse or even in one that
is desired to be “sacrum”, where the myth directly intervenes.

As it has been seen, the epistemological lines of CEAQ's researches,
which have to do with the imaginary, with the comprehensive sociology
and social phenomenology, with the sociology of the quotidian, turn out to
be methodologically translated in a comprehensive and interpretative
approximation, which values the experience’s symbolical dimension. It is a
new challenge for sociology, which is inscribed in the anticipatory perspective
by G Durand, with his notion of the “mythoanalytical sociology” (Durand,
1996).
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