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KINSHIP, FREIENDSHIP AND THE CONCEPT 01* THE SOCIAL NETWORK 

By 

D. M. Boswell 

An early version of this paper was discussed in 
Professor J. Clyde Mitchell's seminar in the University 
College, Salisbury in 1964, and this revised version owes 
much to that discussion. It represents the first of a 
series of three related analyses of the social network of 
a particular "middle class" man in 1964, a comparison with 
his wife's network, and the ways in which his network 
altered over a period of two years in a situation of 
personal and national change. It is concerned almost 
exclusively with interpersonal relations as exemplified by 
this 23 year old Zezuru, and the relevance of these to the 
concept of the social network and the ways in which this 
concept may be used in exploring the content of urban 
kinship and friendly relationships. 

The concept of a social network as a set of formally 
unstructured interpersonal relations was introduced into 
a non-psychological study of human relations by - J.A.Barnes in 
Class and Committees in a Norwegian Parish (Human Relations 
Vol. VII, No. 1, 1954) and used as method of analysing the 
ways in which the fishing vessels recruited their crews in 
a social field that was distinct from those of local govern-
ment and industrial organization and could not be classified 
as: 

"A corporate body, but rather a system of social 
relations through which individuals carry on certain 
activities which are only indirectly coordinated with 
one another." 

Elizabeth ..ott, in Family and Social Network (Tavistock 
1957) carried the use of the concept into the study of 
conjugal relations and deduced from the results that social 
status and the type of inter-relationship of the conjugal 
networks were correlated. This typology of loose and 
close-knit networks' has been used by both Philip Mayer 
(O.U.P. 1961)1and E.A. Pauw (O.U.P.'1963)2in their East 
London studies but elaborated only to include the 
comparison of social ties and cultural habit with net-
work patterns and institutions. The concept has been 
taken out of the set of ego-centred case studies of Bott 
and A.L. Epstein (Human Problems in British Central 
Africa XXIX June 1961) and related to social relations in 
general. 

Epstein in The Network and Social Organization 
provides a series of pointers to the nature of the concept 
but only follows out some of the paths. As these are all 
essential to the use of the concept it is the concern of 
this paper to try and carry this still further. 
1 Townsmen or Tribesmen. 2. The Second Generation. 
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"Each individual African is involved in a network of 
social ties which ramify throughout the urban community 
and extend to other towns and 'to the tribal' areas." 
(Epstein, p0 3l)» 

The neighbourhood, kinship, tribe, status similarity 
and common associational membership may all be important 
means of selection to the personal network which is 
essentially ego-centred and composed of approximate social 
equals. Epstein suggests a typology which should be 
related to 1) the interconnectedness of the members of an 
individual's network and its tight or loseness. 2) The 
range of intensity involved in each relationship with 
(a) Kin, and (b) Status equals.. 3) The effective as opposed 
to the extended network, where the members are of equal 
status and almost become a clique. The extended ties, he 
suggests, may be an important means by which norms are 
transmitted down the social scale. Here I think he ignores 
the fact that extended ties are flung out in both directions-
up and down, and may be important means of reinforcing low 
status and 'traditional' norms. The principle remains 
relevant. 

In this paper I shall be primarily concerned with the 
nature or content of network relationships, the ways in 
which individuals are selected into it, the modes of inter-
connectedness in loose and tight knit networks and the ways 
in which these may be affected by particular situations, e.g. 
the dynamics of this form of relationship which may change 
over time and between places with resulting changes in the 
content of individual relationships. Here I am concerned 
with those ties that exist outside the circumscriptions of 
work or other group, relationships,leisure-time contacts where there is a relatively large element of choice possible. 

The set of interpersonal relationships that has been 
taken for this case study is one that I have observed as 
existing and developing over a three month period in 1964 
and again in December 1964 and December 1965. Ego is a 
Zezuru, aged 23, who was born in Southern Rhodesia but went 
with his family to Lusaka in 1953 where he went to primary 
school and later 2 years of secondary school in Munali in 
1958. He left school as he did not pass out well enough 
and this has probably contributed to his driving social 
and educational ambition, his explanation being that his 
father reckonned that he had had sufficient education. He 
trained as a social worker in a three months course after 
which he was appointed to the post of social welfare 
worker in Livingstone where he was a leading member of the 
smart and sober educated set for two years. By this time 
his best friend and colleague had left to study Law in 
London and he had himself been awarded a private scholar-
ship to study at an American college. However for various 
reasons this fell through at the last minute and although 
he had his 0 levels he did not wish or failed to gain 
entry into the two relevant higher educational institutions 
in the Federation. He declined to go back to his old job, 
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partly due to fear of being sent to one of them, to the 
embarrassment involved, to a desire to escape from previous 
involvement of his professional and private life,and also from 
the strained relationships that existed in the political 
constituency of which he had been an official due to 
1Bemba imperialism' expressed against foreigners. He spent 
about six months reorganising his father's store, putting 
it back on a viable debt-free and pilfer-proof footing, 
and then applied for a semi-clerical post which utilised 
his social work experience but was outside government, with 
the intention of working for his A levels and further 
University entrance, within the Commonwealth, 

The three months taken for this case study were the 
first three months spent back in Lusaka since he left 
school. Ego was living in one of the houses of the new 
fully-serviced housing estate built by the municipality 
which became the home of Lusaka's elite until Zambianization 
began in the Civil service and town houses became available 
for government servants in the.administrative and executive 
grades. It should, be noted that the network considered here 
is an abstraction in that I have not included his wife's 
friends and relatives or their joint network. Mention must 
however be made of the fact that Ego was then engaged to a 
Bemba school teacher who resigned her post in Livingstone 
to come to Lusaka to study Domestic Science at the College 
of Further Education. It would not be an exagerration to 
say that Livingstone is the most important marriage 
market for the educated elite in the southern half of the 
country as it contains a Protestant teacher-training 
college, a Roman-Catholic secondary school, for girls and 
an elementary nursing school at the hospital. Because of 
this it acts as a draw to many men from outside and has 
resulted in many of Ego's male contacts involving female 
ones as well. (See diagram6:Education and Religion of 
wives and fiancees.) The preference of the elite for 
girls who have attained some measure of secondary education 
and professional training necessarily narrows the field 
of choice because of the scanty provision for women's 
education. 

Here follows a brief summary of those I have shown in 
Ego's network. In the seven attached diagrams it. will be 
seen that each of the members is indicated by a letter and 
this is in the same position in each case. From them it 
will be clear that the ordering is related to certain 
predominant common characteristics between adjacent 
members but this is purely for diagramatic convenience. 
(See diagram 8 A.) 
A 
A -Father of Ego, who left home many years ago to 

school himself and became a teacher, a policeman and 
then came up to Zambia to set up a store, run a taxi 
business in Lusaka in 1953, and' then settled as a 
peasant farmer to the west of the city where he has a 
store and_ runs erain to .Barotseland, His wife is a 
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school teacher at the local mission school. A recently 
re-established contact with his elder brother in Rhodesia, 

B. who is the headman of their village. He came up"with his 
family for Christmas and stayed for four months. He has 
land for A in his village and stated that the spirit of 
the latter's name-sake ancestor had come out in him as 
he was a good farmer. 

C. Younger son of B used to work for A but absconded with 
a lot of money. He came back with his father and is 
unemployed. However A took him back as a driver on 
conditions laid down after consultation with Ego that he 
is an employed labourer only.without the privilages of a •kinsman, 

D. is a son of B's younger brother who died in an accident. 
A driver for a Rhodesian commercial traveller, he shows 
up at frequent irregular intervals and beds down with 
Ego. Unmarried, he has two children who are looked a 
after by his mother in village, although he laughs at 
old and country people. Ego calls him a 'ticket'. 
Whenever he comes to stay he take a tie or something 
of his and even rummaged through his personal letter 
file. 

E. D's younger brother is close to go and they correspond. 
At one time Ego was persuading him to come up to Lusaka 
but this changed after Independence. He is a photo-
graphic assistant and is married with one child. Ego 
feels that his family interfere too much in his married 
life. They belong to opposing Parties in S. Rhodeisa. 

P. A Rhodesian on a social work training course at the 
college Ego refused to go to. He lives with his family 
in the same street. His wife is an S.R.N, who claims 
kinship with Ego. This she pressed when his fiancee 
arrived and in a half-jocular way took it upon herself 
to show her the customs of her future affines, dutiful 
behaviour etc. Ego refuted this claim to start with 
but accepted it when they persisted and now calls them 
his "relatives". 

G. Lives just behind Ego. He is the representative in 
Zambia of the same political party as Ego and tried to 
get him to take office. He has since left for another 
country. 

H* A mineral waters salesman, whom Ego met in the course 
of work, but who lives just behind his house, he 
regularly sends his younger brother to ask for car-
lifts or for money, £5 a time. Ego has a car and 
therefore is assumed to be rioh but seldom responds 
to the demands. H absconded with the business funds. 


