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Preface 
This book i s the result o f ten years o f i n t e r m i t t e n t w o r k on Lévi -
Strauss and the s t ructural is t movement . The o r i g i n a l research was 
for a P h D thesis on Lévi-Strauss ( ' T h e S t ruc tu ra l i sm of Claude 
Lév i -S t r auss ' , U n i v e r s i t y o f Essex. 1975), parts o f w h i c h have 
subsequently been published in a m o d i f i e d f o r m . Lest the reader 
immed ia t e ly r e t u r n this book to the shelves w i t h h o r r o r , I should 
add that the book has been almost comple te ly r e w r i t t e n so as to 
expunge al l traces of the b o r e d o m and pedantry that seems to be an 
inevi table par t o f w r i t i n g a thesis. D i r e c t q u o t a t i o n and footnote 
references have been kept to a m i n i m u m , and endless reservations 
and qual i f ica t ions e l imina ted , w h i l e the cent ra l a rgument has been 
b rought ou t and developed and a considerable amount of n e w 
mate r i a l added. 

A l t h o u g h the scholarly apparatus of a thesis has been abandoned 
the reader m i g h t be reassured by the k n o w l e d g e that the book is 
the result of extensive and intensive research over a l ong per iod so 
that claims and assertions are no t made l i g h t l y . Those w h o feel lost 
w i t h o u t footnotes are i n v i t e d to pore over the o r i g i n a l thesis and 
published articles. Th i s p a r t i c u l a r l y applies to the technical 
discussion o f the theory o f k insh ip , on ly the conclusions o f w h i c h 
are r epor t ed here. 

O n e cannot w r i t e a book l i k e this w i t h o u t i n c u r r i n g enormous 
debts to many people. T h e greatest debt is o w e d to Claude Lévi-
Strauss, w i t h o u t w h o m i t w o u l d never have been possible. 
A l t h o u g h the book is sharply c r i t i c a l of Lévi-Strauss ' w o r k as a 
c o n t r i b u t i o n to the social sciences, to read his books is a 
t remendously r e w a r d i n g experience. As l i t e r a r y w o r k s they make 
a v i t a l l y i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n to our cu l t u r e , insp i r ing great 
h u m i l i t y t h r o u g h the u n f o l d i n g of the cultures that he has come to 
love and to whose preservat ion he has dedicated himself. It is 
perhaps no t his fault that the impact of his w o r k has been qu i t e 
d i f ferent f r o m that w h i c h he intended. 

v i i 



viii Preface 

Thanks are also due to Alasda i r M a c I n t y r e , w h o was the 
o r i g i n a l supervisor o f my thesis, and t o H e r m i n i o M a r t i n s , w h o 
saw i t come to f r u i t i o n ; to M a r g a r e t Boden, w h o has been a ve ry 
sympathet ic edi tor ; and to C e l i a B r i t t o n , B o b Fine and S imon 
F r i t h w h o have been v e r y he lpfu l commenta tors on various drafts 
of the w o r k . Last, but by no means least, thanks to L i n , Sam and 
Becky w h o have had to bear the strain and to w h o m the book is 
dedicated. 

Parts o f Chapters I I and I I I o r i g i n a l l y fo rmed par t o f a n ar t ic le i n 
Sociology ( 'The Or ig ins of Lévi-Strauss ' S t ruc tu ra l i sm ' , Sociology, 
12, 3, 1978, pp. 405-39) w h i l e Chapte r V I I I is a m o d i f i e d vers ion o f 
an a r t ic le that appeared o r i g i n a l l y in The Sociological Review ( L é v i -
Strauss' S t ruc tu ra l Analysis of M y t h ' , Sociological Review, 25, 4, 
1977, pp. 743-774) . 

I am gra tefu l to the edi tors of b o t h for permiss ion to publish the 
ma te r i a l here. 

A b b r e v i a t e d footnote references refer to the b ib l iog raphy of 
L é v i - S t r a u s s ' w o r k s . 



I. Introduction. Lévi-Strauss and the 
Foundations of Structuralism 
THIS b o o k presents a fundamental c r i t i que o f w h a t is k n o w n as 
' s t ruc tu ra l i sm ' t h rough a n examina t ion , p r i m a r i l y , o f the w o r k o f 
an anthropologis t , Claude Lévi-Strauss. Th i s approach to the 
subject requires some exp lana t ion . 

' S t r u c t u r a l i s m ' is associated more w i t h a set of names: Lévi-
Strauss, Althusser , Foucaul t , Lacan (and, perhaps, Barthes, 
Der r ida , Tel Quel) and a number of p rovoca t ive slogans: ' the death 
of the subject ' , ' the assault on real ism' , than w i t h a c lear ly defined 
p rog ramme or doc t r ine . I t is indeed the case that there are many 
differences be tween these thinkers , and that each has developed 
the basic ideas of s t ruc tu ra l i sm in his o w n w a y . H o w e v e r there is a 
basic theme at the heart of s t ruc tura l i sm and i t is la rgely f r o m the 
w o r k of Lév i -S t rauss that this theme comes. In developing a 
c r i t i que of Lévi -S t rauss ' w o r k i t i s w i t h this theme that I am 
p r i m a r i l y concerned. 

For structural ists Lévi-Strauss has shown the w a y to resolve 
once and for a l l the d i l e m m a tha t has plagued the human and social 
sciences since the i r i ncep t ion of p r o v i d i n g a sc ient i f ic account of 
the human w o r l d w h i c h can f u l l y recognize that w o r l d as a w o r l d 
o f meanings. 

For structuralists Lévi-Strauss ' w o r k makes the fundamental 
break w i t h the pre-s t ruc tura l i s t era, w h i c h was d iv ided be tween 
p r i m i t i v e posi t iv is t a t tempts to reduce the h u m a n sciences to a 
branch of the na tura l sciences and roman t i c (and usually i r r a t i o n -
alist) at tempts to h o l d the sciences at bay by insist ing on the 
i r r e d u c i b l y subjective character o f h u m a n experience. For 
s t ruc tura l i sm any a t t empt to understand the human w o r l d 
must be based on an implacable oppos i t ion to the evils of 
' p o s i t i v i s m ' ( ' na tu ra l i sm ' o r ' real ism') and ' human i sm ' , m a r k e d by 
the naive b e l i e f in the existence of a r e a l i t y independent 
of human apprehension or in the existence of a humani ty that 
could create its own world. It is Lévi-Strauss who shows the 
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2 The Foundations of Structuralism 

human and social sciences the w a y to get beyond these infant i le 
delusions. 

Lévi-Strauss makes i t possible to set the study of human 
ins t i tu t ions on a genuinely scient if ic foundat ion by redef in ing the 
object of the human sciences. Lévi-Strauss ' achievement is to 
isolate an autonomous order of rea l i ty , the symbo l i c order , w h i c h 
exists independent ly of the things that are symbol ized and the 
people w h o symbolize. C u l t u r a l meanings are inherent in the 
symbol ic orders and these meanings are independent of, and p r i o r 
to , the ex te rna l w o r l d , on the one hand, and human subjects, on the 
other . Thus the w o r l d o n l y has an objec t ive existence in the 
symbol ic orders that represent i t . 

I t is the symbol ic orders that create the i l l u s ion of an external 
rea l i ty for human subjects, and the i l lus ion of human subjects for 
w h o m the w o r l d has r ea l i t y . Since we can o n l y l i ve w i t h i n these 
symbol ic orders , we can have no knowledge of any th ing beyond 
them. N a t u r a l i s m and humani sm express the t w i n fallacies that we 
can k n o w a w o r l d independent ly of its symbol i c representation 
and that we can k n o w ourselves independently of the symbol ism 
that constitutes a pa r t i cu la r concept ion of ourselves. 

T h e c l a i m of s t ruc tura l i sm to have isolated symbol i c orders as a 
p r i v i l e g e d rea l i ty o f w h i c h we can have direct k n o w l e d g e depends 
on its a b i l i t y to ident i fy the meanings cons t i tu ted by such orders 
independent ly o f any pa r t i cu la r subjective i n t e rp r e t a t i on o f these 
meanings. S t ruc tura l i sm seeks to discover the ob jec t ive residue of 
meaning that remains w h e n abstract ion has been made f r o m all 
such subjective in terpre ta t ions . Th i s object ive mean ing cannot be 
iden t i f i ed w i t h any conscious meaning the symbol i c order m i g h t 
have e i ther for a pa r t i cu la r par t ic ipant in the order or for a 
par t i cu la r analyst of i t . T h i s object ive meaning can only be an 
unconscious meaning. S t ruc tu ra l i sm therefore directs our a t ten t ion 
away f r o m the illusions of consciousness to the unconscious 
substratum of meaning. I t is the unconscious that mediates 
be tween us and the w o r l d , c rea t ing the t w i n i l lusions of rea l i ty and 
sub jec t iv i ty . 

It is this theme that pervades s t ruc tura l i sm and that provides the 
basis for the s tructural is t c l a i m to offer a scient i f ic approach to 
human i ty . It is a theme that is developed ra ther d i f f e ren t ly in the 
w o r k of d i f ferent s tructural is ts . Althusser has developed the 
structuralist arguments largely in epistemological terms, re-
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cap i tu l a t ing the neo-pos i t iv i s t c r i t ique o f na tura l i sm and o f 
humanism. Foucault has developed it in a sustained re la t iv i s t 
c r i t i que o f the ideo log ica l pretensions o f con tempora ry society. 
Lacan has developed i t in a l inguis t ic idealist r e in t e rp re t a t ion of 
Freud. A comprehensive c r i t i c a l e x a m i n a t i o n of s t ruc tura l i sm 
w o u l d therefore require several volumes. H o w e v e r these d i f ferent 
var ia t ions are developments of a c o m m o n theme, and it is a theme 
that was in t roduced , a t least in the s t ructural is t f o r m , in the w o r k 
o f L é v i - S t r a u s s . 

E x a m i n a t i o n of Lévi -S t rauss ' w o r k not on ly has the advantage 
o f d i r e c t i n g our a t ten t ion to the foundations o f s t ruc tura l i sm in 
this sense. I t has t w o o ther advantages as w e l l . F i r s t ly , the w o r k o f 
Althusser , Lacan and Foucaul t i s often e x t r e m e l y ambiguous, i f 
not obscure, and is f u l l of the most sweeping generalizations that 
make the i r claims very d i f f i c u l t to p i n d o w n . Lévi -S t rauss , by 
contrast , developed the s t ruc tura l i s t approach in the examina t ion 
o f par t i cu la r symbol ic systems, above a l l those o f kinship and o f 
m y t h , that makes his claims concrete and specific, and so amenable 
to r a t iona l evaluat ion . We can therefore examine in some de ta i l 
Lévi-Strauss ' a t tempt to characterize the ob jec t ive unconscious 
meaning of par t icu lar symbo l i c systems to discover whe the r the 
s t ructura l is t me thod does g ive us access to a p r i v i l e g e d order of 
rea l i ty . Th i s makes i t possible to develop a c r i t i q u e of s t ruc tura l i sm 
that does not on ly rest on phi losophical a rgument , bu t that also has 
some purchase on the supposed accomplishments of s t ruc tura l i sm. 

Secondly, t h rough a n examina t ion o f the w o r k o f the founder o f 
s t ruc tura l i sm it is possible to evaluate the s t ructural is t c l a i m to 
o r i g i n a l i t y by e x a m i n i n g the sources of the s t ructura l is t approach 
in Lévi-Strauss' w o r k . T h i s examina t ion w i l l reveal that s t ruc­
tu ra l i sm is not as o r i g i n a l as it presents i t s e l f to be. Its phi losophical 
roots are planted f i r m l y in the posit ivist t r a d i t i o n , to w h i c h Lévi -
Strauss is related t h rough the French pos i t iv i s t sociologist E m i l e 
D u r k h e i m and th rough posi t iv is t l inguist ics. T h e centra l a rgument 
of s t ruc tu ra l i sm is in essence a restatement of the discredited 
argument of l inguis t ic pos i t i v i sm that language is the only r ea l i t y 
since knowledge can on ly be expressed and communica ted in 
l inguis t ic f o r m . A g a i n the w o r k of Lévi -S t rauss presents us w i t h an 
o p p o r t u n i t y to examine these arguments no t o n l y in phi losophical 
terms, w h i c h w o u l d s imply i n v o l v e us in a r ecap i tu la t ion of the his¬
tory of neo-positivism, but in terms of the substantive implications 
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of the a t tempt to discover the rea l i ty expressed in language. 
Lévi-Strauss has leant v e r y heavi ly on the au tho r i ty of the 

achievements of posi t ivis t l inguist ics , and so in e x a m i n i n g his 
w o r k i t is appropriate to d i rec t our a t t en t ion to these supposed 
achievements. 

A l t h o u g h most s tructural is ts w o u l d agree in regarding Lév i -
Strauss as the founder of the t r ad i t i on , f ew relate u n c r i t i c a l l y to his 
w o r k . T h e a t tempt to develop a c r i t ique of s t ruc tura l i sm th rough a 
close study o f the w o r k o f one s tructural is t m i g h t therefore appear 
to be compromised . O n l y a fur ther detai led e x a m i n a t i o n of the 
w o r k of, fo r example, Al thusser , Foucault , and Lacan cou ld hope 
to persuade the sceptic that the basic c r i t ique does indeed apply to 
the w o r k of the lat ter . For the more sympathet ic reader, however , 
i t m i g h t be in order to indicate the basic c r i t ic i sms made of Lévi-
Strauss' w o r k by later s tructural is ts in order to establish that these 
c r i t ic i sms are no t fundamental . 

T h e m a i n respect in w h i c h later s tructural ists have c r i t i c i z e d 
Lévi-Strauss ' w o r k is in r e l a t i on to his theory of the unconscious 
foundations of meaning. For Lévi-Strauss, as we shall see, systems 
of mean ing are const i tu ted by an unconscious that emerges on a 
b io log ica l foundat ion. L a t e r structuralists have c r i t i c i zed t w o 
impl ica t ions o f this t heo ry . 

F i r s t ly , the unconscious is something ex te rna l , and p r i o r , to the 
systems of meaning. Hence Lévi-Strauss in the last analysis resorts 
to na tura l i sm. For later s tructural is ts this lacuna is removed by 
Lacan's development o f Lév i -S t r aus s ' theory i n w h i c h the uncon­
scious i t se l f becomes a p roduc t of systems of meaning. Th i s 
deve lopment radicalizes s t ructural ism's character is t ic cu l tu ra l 
ideal ism, and in e l i m i n a t i n g any concept o f human nature i t 
radicalizes the s t ructural is ts ' an t i -humanism, bu t i t does not affect 
the fundamental issues. 

Secondly, Lévi-Strauss ' unconscious is no t o n l y ex te rna l to the 
systems of meaning, it is also fixed and so beyond his tory. Th i s 
el iminates any source of h i s to r i ca l change, for the permanence of 
the unconscious can o n l y create static structures. Lacan's re ­
f o r m u l a t i o n o f the theory o f the unconscious resolves this d i l emma 
too. Since the unconscious is in tegra ted i n t o the systems of 
meaning the la t ter no longer have a fixed s t ruc ture but can be 
conceptual ized as a number of systems engaged in a complex 
interaction with one another and so subject to change. This idea is 



Lévi-Strauss and the Foundations of Structuralism 5 

developed in Althusser 's a t tempt to in tegra te a dehumanized 
version o f Sartre's idea o f pract ice in to Lév i -S t r auss ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm, 
so that structures define practices that themselves change the 
structures. 

A l t h o u g h these more sophisticated versions o f s t ruc tura l i sm 
raise n e w issues in their t u r n , the developments i n v o l v e d represent 
no m o r e than var ia t ions on a c o m m o n u n d e r l y i n g theme. 
Essentially they s imply represent a fur ther r ad ica l i za t ion of Lévi-
Strauss' s t ructura l i sm, p r o v i d i n g the means to integrate in to the 
s t ructura l is t f r a m e w o r k elements that for Lévi-Strauss remained 
outside i t . In this respect, therefore, the fundamental c r i t ic i sms 
that are d i rec ted at Lévi-Strauss ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm in this book apply 
w i t h equal , or even greater , force to the more sophisticated 
versions that are n o w cu r r en t among the avant-garde. 



I I . The Crisis in French Philosophy in the 
1930s 
1 T H E C O M P L E M E N T A R I T Y O F 

S T R U C T U R A L I S M A N D P H E N O M E N O L O G Y 

S T R U C T U R A L I S M as a specific approach to the human sciences 
developed s lowly . Lév i -S t rauss was bo rn in 1908. He studied L a w 
and then Philosophy at the U n i v e r s i t y of Paris be tween 1927 and 
1931 and taught phi losophy in Lycees fo r t w o years. H i s 
o p p o r t u n i t y to become a professional an thropologis t came w h e n 
the D u r k h e i m i a n sociologist Celes t in Bouglé recommended h i m 
for a teaching post as a sociologist in B r a z i l . T h e r e he conducted 
f i e l d w o r k , and he published his first e thnographic repor t in 1936. 
In 1938-9 he made a m o r e extensive f i e l d w o r k t r i p in B r a z i l . 
F o l l o w i n g m i l i t a r y service in France he f led , as a Jew, to the 
U n i t e d States in 1940. T h e r e he taught at the N e w School for 
Social Research, the Ecole L i b r e des Hautes Etudes and at B a r n a r d 
Co l l ege . He f ina l ly r e tu rned to France o n l y in 1947, hav ing 
served for t w o years as a French cu l tu ra l attache in the U n i t e d 
States. 

On his r e tu rn to France Lévi-Strauss took up a post as Assistant 
D i r e c t o r of the M u s é e de l ' H o m m e in Paris u n t i l 1950 w h e n he was 
appointed D i r e c t o r o f Studies and Professor o f the C o m p a r a t i v e 
R e l i g i o n of N o n - L i t e r a t e Peoples at the Ecole Pra t ique des Hautes 
Etudes. In 1949 Lévi-Strauss made a short fieldwork t r i p to 
C h i t t a g o n g i n Pakistan a t the ins t igat ion o f U N E S C O , i n w h i c h 
organisa t ion he was v e r y act ive th rough the 1950s. In 1959 he was 
elected to the chair of Social A n t h r o p o l o g y at the Col lege de 
France, sponsored by M a u r i c e Mer l eau -Pon ty . In 1967 he was 
awarded the G o l d M e d a l of the C N R S , and in 1974 received the 
accolade o f e lect ion to the A c a d é m i e F r a n ç a i s e . Hi s f i r s t major 
w o r k , The Elementary Structures of Kinship was published to some 
acc la im in 1949, but i t was on ly w i t h the pub l i ca t ion of Tristes 
Tropiques in 1955, Structural Anthropology in 1958 and The Savage Mind 
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The Crisis in French Philosophy in the 1930s 7 

in 1962 that Lévi-Strauss became a pub l i c in te l l ec tua l figure and 
s t ruc tura l i sm emerged as a major in t e l l ec tua l movement . 

Lév i -S t r aus s ' w o r k s t ruck a chord i n French l e f t - w i n g cu l tu re i n 
the ear ly 1960s as the expression of a phi losophy that shared m u c h 
o f the insp i ra t ion o f the then dominant philosophies o f phenomen­
ology and exis tent ia l ism, w h i l e avo id ing w h a t had come to be seen 
as the insoluble problems of the lat ter . M a n y of the pioneers of the 
s t ructural is t movement , such as Lacan, Foucaul t , and Poulantzas, 
came to s t ructura l i sm f r o m phenomenology or exis tent ia l i sm and 
created new variants of s t ruc tura l i sm that sought to in tegra te 
s t ruc tura l i sm w i t h phenomenology. M a n y fo l lowers o f the s t ruc­
tural is t movement b rough t to s t ruc tura l i sm the fervour and 
missionary zeal w i t h w h i c h the previous genera t ion had embraced 
phenomenology and exis ten t ia l i sm (and indeed many w h o entered 
the 1960s immersed in subjec t iv i ty w e r e the same people w h o 
entered the 1970s p r o c l a i m i n g the death of the subject). 

T h e ease and speed w i t h w h i c h so many intel lectuals made the 
t rans i t ion f r o m phenomenology to s t ruc tu ra l i sm should w a r n us 
against the c o m m o n belief , he ld by the proponents of one or the 
other doc t r ine , that the t w o movements are absolutely opposed to 
one another, a be l i e f that is apparently va l ida ted by the a n t i ­
thet ica l terms in w h i c h the debate be tween the t w o is conducted. 

T h e r e is no doubt that be tween s t ruc tu ra l i sm and exis tent ia l i sm, 
in par t i cu la r , there is an unbridgeable gulf , expressed in the b y -
n o w standard oppositions of s t ructure to h i s to ry , object to subject, 
unconscious to conscious, de terminacy to free w i l l , immanence to 
transcendence. H o w e v e r , this unbridgeable g u l f is not a g u l f 
be tween t w o absolutely ant i the t ica l philosophies, but is one 
be tween philosophies that offer complementa ry , but d ivergent , 
solutions to a c o m m o n set of problems. 

A l t h o u g h the s t ruc tura l i s t movement emerged in react ion to 
exis tent ia l i sm, and came to prominence t w o decades after the 
heyday of exis tent ia l i sm, the t w o philosophies have a c o m m o n 
o r i g i n in the i n t e r - w a r in te l lec tua l crisis in France. Sartre was o n l y 
three years older than Lévi-Strauss, S imone de Beauvoi r and 
Mer l eau -Pon ty w e r e his exact comtemporar ies . 

Sartre and M e r l e a u - P o n t y were the m o r e precocious, b e i n g 
students at the prestigious and éli t ist Ecole N o r m a l e S u p é r i e u r , 
w h i l e Lévi-Strauss had a more modest educat ion. Sartre and 
Merleau-Ponty sought to regenerate philosophy, while Lévi-
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Strauss was much more sceptical o f the c la ims of phi losophy to 
p r o v i d e any k i n d o f k n o w l e d g e . Sartre and M e r l e a u - P o n t y on ly 
became seriously i n v o l v e d p o l i t i c a l l y w i t h the Resistance, w h i l e 
Lévi -St rauss ' per iod of p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i t y was the early 1930s, 
c u l m i n a t i n g in his s tanding as a candidate in the cantonal elections 
w h e n he was teaching at M o n t - d e - M a r s a n in 1932-3 . 

T h e difference in degree of po l i t i ca l i n v o l v e m e n t in the 1930s is 
closely associated w i t h the di f ferent phi losophical concerns of the 
three. W h i l e Sartre and Mer l eau -Pon ty had an int rospect ive 
concern w i t h the p rob l em of the i nd iv idua l conscience in a society 
whose values seemed bankrup t , Lévi-Strauss appears to have been 
m o r e concerned w i t h the e x p l o i t a t i o n and oppression o f the 
i n d i v i d u a l in the name of those values, thus w i t h object ive social 
questions rather than subjective m o r a l d i lemmas. 

T h i s difference in t u r n is probably re la ted to Lévi-Strauss ' 
Jewish background (a l though Lévi-Strauss was never a be l iever) 
w h i c h must have enabled h i m to distance h i m s e l f the more f r o m 
debates whose terms w e r e increasingly be ing set by the resurgence 
o f C a t h o l i c mys t ic i sm and the crisis o f the m o r a l conscience to 
w h i c h this gave rise among radicals w i t h a C h r i s t i a n background. 
Hence Lévi-Strauss was pro tec ted f r o m the self-indulgence and 
the n ih i l i s t i c ove r - r eac t ion that so of ten accompanies the 
adolescent repudia t ion of an inher i t ed fa i th , w h i l e the resur­
gence o f ant i -semit ism associated w i t h the rise o f the C a t h o l i c 
R i g h t must have g iven h i m a more acute p o l i t i c a l conscious­
ness. 

Despi te the temperamenta l and exper ien t i a l differences be tween 
Lévi -S t rauss and those w h o w o u l d develop exis tent ia l i sm and 
phenomenology, they shared more than a place and a date. T h e y 
a l l w e n t t h rough the same r i g i d system of educat ion. T h e y shared a 
c o m m o n re jec t ion o f the doctrines w i t h w h i c h they w e r e 
conf ron ted as phi losophy students, and the grounds for the 
re jec t ion were r e m a r k a b l y s imilar in each case. A l t h o u g h the i r 
reac t ion to established doctr ines was a negat ive one, i t was s t i l l the 
established doctrines that set the terms of the reac t ion and imposed 
on the y o u n g radical inte l lectuals of the late 1920s and early 1930s a 
c o m m o n set of problems. I t i s these c o m m o n problems, to w h i c h 
Sartre and Lévi-Strauss of fe red ant i the t ica l solutions, that p rov ide 
the c o m m o n foundat ion o f s t ruc tura l i sm and exis tent ia l i sm, and i t 
is this shared origin that explains the ease with which, thirty years 
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later , a new generat ion of intel lectuals c o u l d move f r o m one to the 
other , or cou ld propose a synthesis of the t w o . 

In this chapter I w a n t to a t tempt to uncover the in te l l ec tua l 
problems in response to w h i c h Lévi-Strauss and Sartre developed 
the i r contras t ing philosophies. I am not concerned w i t h e x p l a i n i n g 
w h y Sartre and Lévi-Strauss adopted the solutions they chose, bu t 
w i t h re la t ing the solutions to one another as a l ternat ive possibili t ies 
inscr ibed in a c o m m o n , and wide ly - sha red , react ion to an acute 
in te l l ec tua l crisis. 

In f o l l o w i n g chapters I shall concentrate on the development of 
Lévi-Strauss' s t ruc tura l i sm, but the exis tent ia l is t theme w i l l 
cont inue to run t h r o u g h the book as the ghost that insists on 
haun t ing the s t ruc tura l i s t enterprise, rude ly persisting in pressing 
the claims of the human subject that s t ruc tu ra l i sm has suppressed, 
and about w h o m i t w o u l d rather r ema in silent. 

2 T H E I N T E L L E C T U A L O R T H O D O X Y O F 

T H E T H I R D R E P U B L I C 

T o understand the con t ex t w i t h i n w h i c h s t ruc tura l i sm and 
exis tent ia l i sm emerged i t is necessary to ou t l i ne the t rad i t ions in 
reac t ion to w h i c h they developed. T h e close re la t ionship be tween 
French academic and p o l i t i c a l life under the T h i r d Republ ic means 
that these t rad i t ions , and the reactions to them, also have to be 
located p o l i t i c a l l y . 

In the i n t e r - w a r years the un ive r s i t y was domina ted by 
D u r k h e i m i a n socio logy and by Bergson ian phi losophy, t w o 
schools of thought that had been closely associated w i t h the p re ­
w a r Republ ic . I shall consider each, b r i e f l y , in t u r n . 

T h e rise o f D u r k h e i m i a n sociology was i n t i m a t e l y connected 
w i t h the r ebu i ld ing o f France after the Franco-Prussian W a r . Th i s 
task fe l l to the T h i r d Republ ic , to w h i c h the Durkhe imians w e r e 
passionately c o m m i t t e d . T h e Republicans, and the Republ ic i tself , 
w e r e opposed on the R i g h t by var ious nat ional is t ic , m i l i t a n t l y 
C a t h o l i c , and monarchis t , ex t r a -pa r l i amen ta ry groups. On the 
Lef t they were opposed by the g r o w i n g o rgan iza t ion o f the 
working-c lass , w h i c h also tended to take an ex t r a -pa r l i amen ta ry , 
syndicalist , f o r m . T h e Republicans, whose f o l l o w i n g was l a rge ly 
pet i t -bourgeois , w e r e he ld together by the i r oppos i t ion to the 
monarchists, and, increasingly, by the anti-clericalism which 
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came to the fore in the i r attempts to secularize the educat ion 
system. 

To l ibe ra l intel lectuals the Republ ic cons t i tu ted the m i d d l e 
g r o u n d be tween the forces of the R i g h t , dedicated to the 
o v e r t h r o w of the Republ ic , and those of the le f t , dedicated to the 
o v e r t h r o w of the w h o l e society. Pa r t i cu l a r ly after the Dreyfus 
case the Republic was on the offensive: i t represented the n e w 
society in the mak ing , i t was the force that w o u l d subordinate al l 
classes to the o v e r r i d i n g good of society as a w h o l e . 

T h i s col lec t ive social force was seen as a m o r a l force, so the task 
of the Republ ic was to develop a secular m o r a l i t y and to forge the 
ins t i tu t ions that w o u l d impose this m o r a l i t y on society. In this w a y 
the p o l i t i c a l reforms of the Republ ic , and especially the r e f o r m of 
the educat ion system, w o u l d overcome the social conf l ic t that was 
the p roduc t of a pa thologica l absence of n o r m a t i v e order . T h e 
Repub l i can t r i u m p h in the Dreyfus affair gave Republ icanism the 
o p p o r t u n i t y to imp lemen t this p rogramme, and the D u r k h e i m i a n s 
t o o k i t upon themselves to play a leading role in the r e f o r m of 
educa t ion by occupying key positions w i t h i n academic l i fe and 
educat ional admin is t ra t ion . 

I t is these po l i t i ca l concerns that dominate D u r k h e i m ' s social 
phi losophy. For D u r k h e i m society is a co l l ec t ive m o r a l force that 
stands above the i n d i v i d u a l . Social order depends on the p roper 
i n t e g r a t i o n o f the i n d i v i d u a l in to this ' co l l ec t ive conscience'. In 
D u r k h e i m ' s earlier w r i t i n g s this i n t eg ra t i on depends on the 
existence of a pervasive n e t w o r k of social in teract ions so that each 
i n d i v i d u a l is subject to the mora l inf luence of his or her 
neighbours . Th i s m o r a l inf luence imposes norms on the i n d i v i d u a l 
that ensure the in t eg ra t ion of the personal i ty ( w h i c h can on ly f i n d 
m o r a l guidance th rough pa r t i c ipa t i on in the co l lec t ive) and that 
ensure the orderliness of society. 

In The Division of Labour in Society D u r k h e i m ' s remedy for 
economic conf l ic t was to suggest the f o r m a t i o n of professional 
associations that w o u l d b r i n g producers and consumers, w o r k e r s 
and employers i n t o more i n t i m a t e contact w i t h one another so as 
to ensure the cohesion of society by establishing a n o r m a t i v e 
r egu la t ion in areas w h e r e c o m m u n i c a t i o n had broken d o w n . 
Hence in this w o r k society is seen as a m o r a l n e t w o r k of 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n t h rough w h i c h the co l lec t ive conscience imposes 
i t s e l f on a l l members o f society. 
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In his later w o r k , most notably The Elementary Forms of the 
Religious Life, the emphasis changes and the relat ionship be tween 
the ind iv idua l and the co l lec t ive is seen as be ing more d i rec t . T h e 
co l lec t ive conscience consists not on ly o f m o r a l norms but also o f 
co l l ec t ive representations that govern a l l forms o f thought . T h e 
co l lec t ive conscience i s the foundat ion of m o r a l i t y and of science, 
the source of concepts as w e l l as of norms , thus the seat of reason. 
Par t ic ipa t ion in the co l lec t ive conscience is n o w seen as the 
necessary cond i t i on fo r a l l r a t i ona l i t y : the i nd iv idua l isolated 
f r o m the col lec t ive conscience is incapable of ra t iona l a c t i v i t y and 
is guided by pure ins t inc t ive emot ion . T h e co l lec t ive is thus guide 
and j udge of b o t h reason and m o r a l i t y . 

T h e col lec t ive conscience imposes i t s e l f on the i n d i v i d u a l 
t h rough i nd iv idua l pa r t i c ipa t ion in co l l ec t ive experiences. In 
' p r i m i t i v e ' societies these take the f o r m of rel igious experiences in 
w h i c h individuals come together as co l l ec t iv i t i e s and experience a 
surge of rel igious e m o t i o n , w h i c h i s the mys t i f i ed f o r m taken by 
thei r affective reac t ion to the awesome majesty of the co l l ec t ive 
conscience. 

In a more developed society D u r k h e i m ' s demys t i f i ca t ion of 
r e l i g i o n makes i t possible to replace G o d by a secular a u t h o r i t y and 
recognize the embod imen t of the co l l ec t ive conscience in its 
secular expression, the State. Cor re spond ing ly the au tho r i t y of the 
co l lec t ive conscience need no longer r e ly on i r r a t iona l e m o t i o n a l 
reactions to a m y s t i f i e d rel igious symbo l , but can be established 
t h r o u g h a secular ra t ional i s t system of state education. 

D u r k h e i m ' s social phi losophy can be summed up in a few w o r d s . 
It is co l lec t iv is t , asserting the existence of society as an e n t i t y 
d is t inc t f r om, and standing over, the i n d i v i d u a l . I t is sociologis t ic , 
for the reason and m o r a l i t y that d is t inguish humans f r o m animals 
der ive not f r o m the i n d i v i d u a l but f r o m society. I t i s ra t iona l i s t i c , 
for society is a pu re ly ra t iona l sphere, a f f ec t i v i t y being a q u a l i t y of 
the b io log ica l i n d i v i d u a l that society displaces. It is secular, for 
r e l i g i o n is the p roduc t of an i r r a t i ona l affect ive react ion to society 
that is progressively displaced by the advance of society and the 
concomi tan t progress of reason. F i n a l l y i t i s pos i t iv i s t ic , for 
social facts are ex t e rna l facts, cons t ra in ing on the i n d i v i d u a l , 
and so amenable to study by the methods of posit ive science. I t 
was the to ta l c o m m i t m e n t of the D u r k h e i m i a n s to the secular 
rationalism of the Republic that enabled them to maintain such a 
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f i rm b e l i e f in the tangible object ive rea l i ty o f the col lec t ive c o n ­
science. 

T h e D u r k h e i m i a n c o m m i t m e n t to the Republ ic was comple te . 
T h e commi tmen t s o f the Durkhe imians w e r e the commi tmen t s o f 
the Republ ic , their p reoccupat ion w i t h questions o f educat ion and 
of a secular m o r a l i t y w e r e the preoccupations of the Republ ic . For 
t hem the Republ ic was the embodiment of the col lec t ive c o n ­
science, the t r i u m p h of reason over selfish inst inct and b l i n d 
e m o t i o n , the means to an o rde r ly , r a t iona l , and so fu l ly human 
society. 

I t should not be surpris ing that the fate of D u r k h e i m i a n sociology 
in France was i n t ima te ly connected w i t h the fate of the Republ ic , 
nor should i t be surpr is ing that the t r i u m p h of Republ icanism and 
the accession of the D u r k h e i m i a n s to the establishment should 
generate a react ion. T h e l ibera l i sm of the Republ ican d ream was 
soon undermined by the heavy-handed au thor i t a r ian i sm w i t h 
w h i c h the Republic pursued its an t i -c le r ica l crusade. M o r e o v e r 
the Republ ican reforms that were supposed to usher in the age of 
reason w e r e patent ly no t hav ing the effect that was expected of 
t h e m . Far f r o m a harmonious society emerg ing , opposi t ion to the 
Republ ic f r o m R i g h t and Lef t was g r o w i n g , and the threat o f 
European w a r loomed . I t was in this con tex t that Bergson's 
phi losophy came t o dominance i n the decade before W o r l d W a r I . 

Bergson was a modera te c r i t i c of the Republ ican ideal w h o 
sought in his philosophy a to ta l r econc i l i a t ion in w h i c h e v e r y t h i n g 
w o u l d have its place, bu t in w h i c h the claims of reason w o u l d be 
l i m i t e d by their subord ina t ion to the u l t i m a t e sp i r i tua l t ruths o f 
exper ience. Bergson recognized the prac t ica l claims of reason, bu t 
he argued that reason cou ld have no more than a pract ical value: i t 
cou ld never encompass the wholeness, the richness, the sp i r i tua l 
q u a l i t y of experience. H i s philosophy is therefore based on the 
fundamental oppos i t ion be tween prac t ica l reason and sp i r i tua l 
exper ience. 

For Bergson reason imposes an analyt ic g r i d on experience in 
w h i c h the data of experience are forced i n t o a n e t w o r k of concepts 
and of log ica l relations. Reason, therefore , can only present an 
image of rea l i ty that i s static, in w h i c h r i g i d concepts are imposed 
on a f l u i d experience. I t can give us a f o r m of knowledge , bu t this 
is n o t a d i rec t k n o w l e d g e of rea l i ty , i t is mediated by the 
conceptual framework within which reality is known and this 
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f r a m e w o r k necessarily distorts rea l i ty . T h e knowledge gained is 
therefore only re la t ive . I t has a prac t ica l v a l i d i t y in enabl ing us to 
organize our da i ly l i f e , to o r i en t ourselves to a w o r l d to w h i c h we 
relate ins t rumenta l ly , bu t this v a l i d i t y i s pure ly pragmat ic . By 
contrast the task of phi losophy is to g ive us immedia te access to 
t rue rea l i ty , and this can only be achieved t h r o u g h the d i r e c t 
i n t u i t i v e apprehension o f experience. 

Whereas reason fragments exper ience in order to force 
experience in to the m o u l d of its concepts, and so gives a p u r e l y 
ex te rna l knowledge o f r ea l i ty , i n t u i t i o n penetrates to the inner 
rea l i ty o f the w o r l d of experience. I n t u i t i o n i s a sp i r i t ua l 
experience in w h i c h the v e i l of concepts i s t o r n away and the 
sp i r i tua l un i ty of the exper ienc ing subject and the exper ienced 
object is achieved. It is no t a consciousness of self, b u t a 
consciousness that dissolves the i nd iv idua t ed self i n to the t o t a l i t y . 

Th i s experience i s an experience of pure dura t ion , w h i c h 
Bergson contrasts w i t h the scientific concept of t ime . Science can 
on ly conceptualize t i m e by using a spatial analogy and reduc ing 
t ime to a discontinuous sequence of points in space, thus impos ing 
s tab i l i ty and d i scon t inu i ty on an exper ience whose essence is 
c o n t i n u i t y and movemen t . By contrast i n t u i t i o n provides us w i t h a 
d i rec t and immedia te apprehension of the t rue nature of r e a l i t y as 
c o n t i n u i t y in w h i c h we become par t o f a sp i r i tua l w h o l e w h i c h i s 
always in the process of becoming. Thus immedia te exper ience is 
not the experience of a static present, bu t of a dura t ion in w h i c h 
the moment is g iven meaning by its r e l a t i o n to its past and to its 
future possibilities, an experience of p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the timeless 
w o r l d o f deve loping and unconstrained sp i r i t : an experience n o t o f 
things, but of pure movemen t , not of self, but of the absolute. I t i s 
this absolute sp i r i tua l p r inc ip le of pu re ly qua l i t a t ive , cont inuous, 
unpredictable b e c o m i n g that Bergson cal led the élan vital, the 
an ima t ing p r inc ip le o f the universe. 

Bergson's phi losophy defies ra t iona l f o r m u l a t i o n since it seeks 
to go beneath reason. Hence to convey w h a t he wants to say 
Bergson makes extensive use o f metaphor , o f imagery , and o f 
al lusive formula t ions to refer to an experience that defies 
descr ip t ion in the categories embedded in language. Bergson's 
phi losophy was therefore open to a w i d e range of in te rpre ta t ions . 
T h e appeal of Bergson's philosophy lay precisely in this a m b i g u i t y . 
Once the fundamental division between reason and spirit was 
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accepted, then e v e r y t h i n g and anyth ing cou ld be f i t t ed i n t o the 
system on one side or the other: eve ry th ing cou ld either be grasped 
by reason or escaped i t . M o r e o v e r , by adjusting the balance 
b e t w e e n reason and sp i r i t , and i n t e r p r e t i n g the la t ter in var ious 
ways , the philosophy c o u l d be used to support a w i d e range of 
in terpre ta t ions , w i t h a range o f p o l i t i c a l impl ica t ions . 

Bergson's phi losophy was ins t i tu t iona l ized w i t h i n the academic 
system as a rather complacent a t tempt to reconci le the t e m p o r a l 
c la ims o f Republ icanism and o f posi t ive science w i t h the sp i r i tua l 
values of freedom, progress and absolute c r ea t i v i t y . Thus the 
phi losophy recognized the v a l i d i t y of secular ra t iona l i sm as a 
m o r a l and cogni t ive system adapted to the needs of everyday 
i n d i v i d u a l and social l i f e , but on ly as the condensation of one 
m o m e n t in the development of the é lan vital. 

T h e d ivorce o f reason f r o m immedia te sp i r i tua l exper ience 
i n t r o d u c e d a d iv i s ion be tween the secular state and the e ternal 
sp i r i t , the secular state being a p ragmat ic requ i rement of an 
o r d e r l y social existence, the spir i t the expression of the m o r a l 
dest iny of society. Just as the appeal of D u r k h e i m ' s sociology as a 
posi t ive science of society depended on the iden t i f i ca t ion of the 
co l l ec t ive conscience w i t h the Republ ican state, so the i n i t i a l 
appeal of Bergsonism depended on the i den t i f i ca t ion of that state 
as a m o m e n t of the elan vital. 

W h i l e the absolutist claims of D u r k h e i m i a n i s m meant tha t its 
fate was i nex t r i cab ly bound up w i t h that o f the Republ ic , 
Bergson's philosophy, in dissociating the t empora l f r o m the 
sp i r i t ua l rea lm, could be used to cu rb the ambit ions of the 
Republ ic . Hence Bergsonism was progressively dissociated f r o m 
its Republ ican or ig ins as dis i l lusion w i t h Republ icanism g r e w 
before and after W o r l d W a r I . The vagueness o f the phi losophy 
meant that i t was open to a va r i e ty of na t iona l -pa t r io t i c , C a t h o l i c 
or ind iv idua l i s t re in terpre ta t ions to p rov ide the basis for a series of 
i r r a t i ona l i s t cr i t iques o f Republ ican ra t iona l i sm. Thus Bergsonism, 
a phi losophy w h i c h was o r i g i n a l l y fo rmu la t ed as a repud ia t ion of 
metaphysics in the name of immedia te experience, became an 
increasingly metaphysical doc t r ine and, despite the in tent ions of 
its founder, Bergsonism became ever more closely associated w i t h 
an increasingly reac t ionary and i r ra t iona l i s t Ca tho l i c oppos i t ion 
to the Republic. 

Despite their differences Durkheim and Bergson have much in 
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c o m m o n . In pa r t i cu l a r they share classical French phi losophy's 
dualis t ic formula t ion of the oppos i t ion be tween reason and 
emot ion . For D u r k h e i m the d iv is ion b e t w e e n reason and e m o t i o n 
corresponds to the d iv i s ion be tween cu l tu re and nature , or 
humani ty and a n i m a l i t y , as t w o di f ferent orders of rea l i ty . Reason 
is the product of co l l ec t ive existence. I t is pure ly ob jec t ive and 
ex te rna l to the i n d i v i d u a l , and is accessible to the methods of 
posi t ive science. E m o t i o n , the basis of the i l lus ion of sp i r i tua l 
being, is the expression of an ins t inc t ive residue of a n i m a l i t y , and 
so, by i m p l i c a t i o n , o f b io log ica l processes w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l 
psyche. E m o t i o n is therefore der iva t ive : i t is vague and confused 
and so cannot be p inned d o w n by i n t u i t i o n and cannot p rov ide a 
basis for knowledge . 

For Bergson reason and spir i t do no t correspond to d i f fe ren t 
orders o f rea l i ty , bu t to t w o dif ferent aspects o f consciousness: 
mediated and immed ia t e experience. Reason, science and cu l tu re 
are pragmat ic men ta l constructs that i nd iv idua l i ze humans w i t h i n 
the é lan vi tal , the l i f e force that pervades a l l rea l i ty . I n t u i t i o n 
restores the t rue u n i t y of cu l ture and na ture , reveals cu l tu re as an 
a r t i f i c i a l impos i t i on on the f l ux o f nature , an emergent p r o p e r t y o f 
nature, residue of the progress of the é lan v i ta l . Thus for Bergson 
posi t ivis t methods cannot p rov ide t rue knowledge , w h i c h is on ly 
amenable to the sp i r i tua l , subjective, m e t h o d of i n t u i t i o n . 

T h i s c o m m o n dual i sm in w h i c h sub jec t iv i ty and o b j e c t i v i t y , 
reason and e m o t i o n , are f irst separated and then one subordinated 
to the other is associated in both Bergson and D u r k h e i m w i t h a 
re jec t ion of the Car tes ian ego. For D u r k h e i m the Cartesian ego is 
replaced by the co l l ec t ive conscience. T h e empi r i ca l ego is the 
po in t o f in tersect ion o f nature, source o f ins t inct and e m o t i o n , and 
cu l tu re , source of reason and m o r a l i t y . 

For Bergson the Car tes ian ego is a construct of reason, an 
impos i t ion on the f l u x of experience, thus the empi r i ca l ego is the 
po in t o f intersect ion o f the é lan v i ta l , e ternal and pervasive sp i r i t , 
and the pragmat ic constructs of reason that give the ego the 
i l lu s ion of a f i x e d loca t ion in t i m e and space. Thus for b o t h 
Bergson and D u r k h e i m the empi r i ca l ego is essentially i l l u so ry , 
the cont ingent po in t o f intersect ion o f t w o dif ferent orders. For 
Bergson these orders are sp i r i tua l , the élan vital and the constructs 
of reason. For D u r k h e i m they are object ive , the co l l ec t ive 
conscience and the biological individual. In each case the empirical 
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ego is subordinated to a higher sp i r i tua l (subjective) or secular 
(objec t ive) rea l i ty , the source of a m o r a l i t y that transcends the 
i n d i v i d u a l . T h e 'death o f the subject ' , m u c h vaunted slogan o f 
s t ruc tura l i sm, has roots that go back deep i n t o French phi losophy. 

B o t h D u r k h e i m i a n sociology and Bergsonian phi losophy w e r e 
prevented f r o m becoming t ransparent ly metaphysical doctr ines 
on ly by the i den t i f i c a t i on of the transcendent objec t ive or 
subject ive pr inc ip le w i t h the Republ ic as custodian of the 
co l l ec t ive conscience o r o f the é lan v i ta l . Once the obviousness o f 
this iden t i f i ca t ion was b r o k e n by the degenerat ion of the Republ ic , 
the metaphysical character of the doctr ines became clear. 

T h e scientif ic claims of the D u r k h e i m i a n s could o n l y be 
ma in ta ined by an increasing dogmat i sm that asserted the existence 
of an o rde r ly co l lec t ive conscience that , a t least in the i r o w n 
society, r iven by c o n f l i c t , they cou ld no t iden t i fy . O n l y in the 
study o f ' p r i m i t i v e societies' , t o w h i c h the Durkhe imians i n ­
creasingly turned, o r in the study o f the tangible realities o f l a w 
and r e l i g ion , w h e r e they retained some c r e d i b i l i t y , cou ld the 
pretence that society is regulated by a h a r m o n i z i n g co l l ec t ive 
m o r a l i t y be reasonably mainta ined . 

T h e phi losophical v a l i d i t y o f Bergsonian dual ism came to 
depend on acceptance of the élan vital as a metaphysical and 
i r r a t i o n a l spi r i tual r ea l i t y . I f the d ivo rce be tween reason and 
sp i r i t , a t the expense of reason, was rejected, the w h o l e Bergsonian 
edif ice came to be seen as an i r ra t iona l i s t metaphysical ideo logy 
that cou ld serve only a discredited Republ ic or the forces of 
C a t h o l i c react ion. W h i l e D u r k h e i m i a n i s m was u t t e r l y m o r i b u n d 
by the late 1920s, Bergsonism had a more menac ing appearance. 

3 T H E I N T E R - W A R I N T E L L E C T U A L C R I S I S 

W o r l d W a r I and its a f te rmath left the T h i r d Republ ic d iscredi ted 
and reduced its h i s to r ica l claims to the level of an h y p o c r i t i c a l 
farce. T h e glorious w a r lef t France w i t h t w o and a h a l f m i l l i o n 
dead or permanent ly disabled, w i t h a huge debt that was the basis 
of a permanent f inancia l crisis, and w i t h a series of ineffectual 
governments c o m i n g under increasing at tack f r o m e x t r a - p a r l i a ­
m e n t a r y forces on the Lef t and the R i g h t . T h e i n i t i a t i ve lay f i r m l y 
w i t h the r i g h t - w i n g Leagues whose m i l i t a n t rhe to r i c appealed 
particularly to the young and which came to dominate Catholic 



The Crisis in French Philosophy in the 1930s 17 

intellectuals and w r i t e r s o f the twent ies and thi r t ies . W h o e v e r was 
m a k i n g h is tory , there was no doubt tha t i t was no longer the 
Republic. 

T h e degenerat ion o f the T h i r d Repub l i c discredi ted the l i be ra l 
philosophies that had been associated w i t h i t . Thus there was a 
fundamental r econs t ruc t ion o f l ibera l cu l t u r e i n i n t e r - w a r France, 
a quest ioning o f rece ived ideology, and the development o f n e w 
philosophies on the basis of a c o m m o n re jec t ion of the phi losophical 
heri tage of the Republ ic . C e n t r a l to this re jec t ion was the c r i t i q u e 
of the metaphysical character of the p r e - w a r philosophies w h i c h 
had opened those philosophies up to increas ingly conservat ive or 
react ionary in terpre ta t ions . 

Th i s was not s imply a phi losophical re jec t ion , but was funda­
menta l ly an ideo log ica l and po l i t i ca l one. T h e principles that had 
been presented as e ternal mora l t ru ths , the c u l m i n a t i o n of an 
in f in i t e and cont inuous evolu t ionary progress, w e r e n o w seen as 
no more than the h y p o c r i t i c a l a l ib i of a m o r a l l y bankrup t social 
class. This social class, s t i l l n o m i n a l l y c l i n g i n g to its archaic 
bourgeois m o r a l i t y , had presided over the degenerat ion of the 
Republican ideals, over the dest ruct ion o f mi l l i ons o f y o u n g lives 
i n W o r l d W a r I , over the post -war economic decline and over 
g r o w i n g social con f l i c t , and i t n o w sought to abdicate f r o m its 
responsibi l i ty for the economic, p o l i t i c a l and mora l collapse of the 
society i t had created by re t rea t ing i n t o the w o r l d o f sp i r i t , 
dissociating its absurd m o r a l i t y f r o m the chaos i t had created. 

A m o r a l i t y that cou ld patent ly no longer be preserved by 
appealing to any substantive concern w i t h jus t ice , f reedom and 
equal i ty , was preserved by appealing to the h is tor ica l e v o l u t i o n of 
empty mora l categories in the self-development of a detached 
metaphysical w o r l d o f sp i r i t . Thus Brunschv ig , w h o was Professor 
of Philosophy a t the Sorbonne be tween the wars , was, w i t h 
Bergson, the p r i m e object of revuls ion. B runschv ig was a c r i t i c a l 
idealist for w h o m phi losophy was the phi losophy of k n o w l e d g e . 
The task of phi losophy was to grasp the m i n d ' i n its o w n 
movement . . . i n te l l ec tua l a c t i v i t y c o m i n g to consciousness of 
itself, this is the in tegra l study of i n t eg ra l knowledge , this is 
phi losophy ' . 1 T h i s a c t i v i t y is ceaseless, progressive, and con­
tinuous. Lévi-Strauss w e l l expressed a c o m m o n react ion to this 
philosophy: 
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'Philosophy was . . . a k ind of aesthetic contemplation of consciousness by itself. It 
was seen as having evolved, in the course of the centuries, ever higher and bolder 
structures, as having solved problems of balance or support and as having 
invented logical refinements, and the result was held to be valid, in propor t ion to 
its technical perfection or internal coherence. . . . The signifier d id not relate to 
any signified; there was no referent. Expertise replaced the t r u t h . ' 2 

To the young radical intel lectuals o f the i n t e r - w a r genera t ion 
the elaborate philosophies of the i r teachers were no t s imply 
unsatisfactory, they w e r e t o t a l l y unacceptable. T h e received 
philosophies belonged to a bygone age. For many the reac t ion was 
a v i o l e n t one, a reac t ion of to ta l revuls ion w i t h the in te l lec tua l and 
m o r a l bankruptcy , w i t h the u t te r hypocr i sy , o f the older genera­
t i o n . I n i t i a l l y the reac t ion had l i t t l e p o l i t i c a l content , and the older 
genera t ion w e r e conf ron ted not so m u c h w i t h sustained i n t e l ­
lec tua l argument as w i t h r id icu le and abuse. Surreal ism fo rmu la t ed 
the react ion of the 1920s. The core of surreal ism was the negat ion 
of a l l received doctr ines , the denial of a l l absolutes, its slogan was 
'tabula rasa'. C lose ly associated w i t h the Surrealists was the 
'Philosophies ' g roup that emerged in 1924 and inc luded H e n r i 
Lefebvre , Georges Po l i t ze r and Georges Fr iedmann. 

T h e react ion of the 1920s was a l a rge ly negative one, an of ten 
b r u t a l assertion of o b j e c t i v i t y against the subjective fantasies of 
phi losophy, an assertion of the value of ac t ion as opposed to 
speculat ion, i n v o l v i n g the scandalous v i o l a t i o n of the norms so 
dear to the older genera t ion in an a t t empt to counterpose a b r u t a l 
r e a l i t y to the illusions of received phi losophy. At f i r s t the response 
was v e r y confused, and i t of ten re ta ined a s t rong sp i r i tua l 
component w h i c h gave i t much i n c o m m o n w i t h the e x t r e m e 
r i g h t - w i n g react ion to the decadence of the Republ ic . 

T o w a r d s the end of the 1920s the Philosophies group, a long w i t h 
m a n y of the Surrealists, embraced M a r x i s m and j o i n e d the 
C o m m u n i s t Par ty . B u t even this d i d not real ly p rov ide the 
movemen t w i t h a sol id foundat ion, for the appeal of c o m m u n i s m 
to the group was the fact that its r e jec t ion of capitalist society and 
o f a l l compromise w i t h that society was to t a l , this being the pe r iod 
o f ' u l t r a - l e f t i s m ' in the C o m i n t e r n , and the appeal o f M a r x i s m was 
the appeal of the y o u n g M a r x ' s account of capital is t society as pure 
nega t ion and of phi losophy as the u l t i m a t e development of this 
negat ion . This M a r x i s m d i d no t offer a n e w phi losophy, but 
p roc l a imed the death of al l phi losophy. 
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It was only at the end of the decade that a more pos i t ive 
orientation began to emerge, and Simone de B e a u v o i r has 
described the r enewa l of o p t i m i s m at the end of the decade as the 
c rash o f 1929 b r o u g h t home the f r a g i l i t y o f the capitalist ed i f i ce . 3 I t 
was f r o m the generation w h o were students in 1929 that the most 
impor t an t new intel lectuals were to emerge: Claude Lévi -St rauss , 
Jean-Paul Sartre, R a y m o n d A r o n , M a u r i c e M e r l e a u - P o n t y , 
Simone de Beauvo i r , Paul N i z a n and many more . 

N i z a n , an exact con tempora ry of Sartre and the m a n w h o 
suggested to Lévi-Strauss that he take up an thropology , was the 
man w h o b r idged the t w o decades. I n i t i a l l y a t t rac ted by the 
ex t reme Righ t , then on the fringes of the Philosophies g roup , then 
a Communist m i l i t a n t , N i z a n was serious in a w a y that many of his 
contemporaries w e r e no t . Aden-Arabie (1931) is an account of his 
trip to Aden in 1926-7 w h i c h is b o t h a savage at tack on the 
hypocr i t i ca l pretensions of bourgeois m o r a l i t y and a denunc ia t ion 
of the various forms of escapism that w e r e offered to the y o u t h of 
the 1920s, w i t h his t r i p to A d e n revea l ing the i l lusory character of 
the f ina l escape t h r o u g h t rave l , the last refuge of his genera t ion 
(and one that is s t i l l a centra l theme in the emerg ing cu l tu re of the 
1930s). 

In its negative and destruct ive aspects Aden-Arabie is a p roduc t of 
the 1920s, but i t also marks a break w i t h the idealist solutions of the 
1920s and t en ta t ive ly offers a w a y f o r w a r d . To the i l lusions in 
w h i c h the bourgeoisie and the rebel l ious y o u t h of the 1920s are 
immersed N i z a n contrasts the human experience o f e m p i r i c a l 
individuals , and especially of the oppressed, w h i c h provides h i m 
w i t h a p r iv i l eged r ea l i t y f r o m w h i c h to launch his at tack. In many 
respects Aden-Arabie anticipates the cen t ra l theme of Lévi-Strauss' 
account of his stay in B r a z i l in the 1930s, Tristes Tropiques (1955). 
Lévi-Strauss ' book too is about the i l lusions of t r ave l , the 
imposs ib i l i ty of escape f r o m a bourgeois cu l ture that has en­
compassed the globe, and it too offers as the on ly hope of sa lvat ion 
the human exper ience of the oppressed that i t contrasts w i t h the 
pretensions of the oppressors. For Lévi-Strauss , w r i t i n g in 1955, 
this hope has become a va in one, and humani ty is doomed to 
e x t i n c t i o n , whereas N i z a n believed t h r o u g h the 1930s tha t the 
oppressed cou ld l ibera te society and c o m m i t t e d h i m s e l f w h o l e ­
heartedly to the Communist movement. 

In Les Chiens de Garde (1932) Nizan directed his polemic more 
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d i r e c t l y at the h i g h priests of phi losophy, and especially at 
Bergson, Brunschv ig and the D u r k h e i m i a n s , w h o m he denounced 
as the o f f i c ia l philosophers of a despotic bourgeoisie, whose 
w r i t i n g s h e contrasted w i t h reports o f the barbarous r e a l i t y o f 
oppression and e x p l o i t a t i o n that the o f f i c i a l phi losophy sanctif ied 
in the name of its absolute m o r a l i t y . N i z a n denounces the at tempts 
o f this phi losophy to m y s t i f y the new genera t ion by d r a w i n g t hem 
i n t o metaphysical diversions, i n t o the cu l t o f the m i n d . To 
established phi losophy N i z a n counterposed everyday experience, 
to the bourgeois humanis t concept of man he counterposed the 
existence o f real m e n and w o m e n w h o m philosophers, w h i l e 
p r o c l a i m i n g themselves humanists, despise. 

Nizan ' s po lemic was passionate, c o m m i t t e d and ex t r eme . 
W h i l e many o f his genera t ion w o u l d reject the tone o f Nizan ' s 
c r i t i q u e , and many w o u l d not have endorsed his decis ion to 
c o m m i t h imse l f to the C o m m u n i s t Pa r ty , his w o r k nevertheless 
expressed the sentiments of his generat ion. M o s t i m p o r t a n t l y i t 
expressed a c o m m i t m e n t to a r e t u r n to r ea l i ty , to the r ea l i t y of the 
day - to -day experience of i nd iv idua l h u m a n beings, and i t was this 
coun te rpos i t ion o f mundane human existence to l o f t y me ta ­
physical constructions that p rov ided b o t h a c r i t i que of established 
phi losophy and a w a y f o r w a r d : the study of the concept o f M a n 
w o u l d be displaced by the study of real men and w o m e n (a l though 
the study of w o m e n was left en t i re ly to Simone de B e a u v o i r ) . T h e 
l i m i t s o f knowledge , o f meaning and o f t r u t h w o u l d b e the l i m i t s o f 
real everyday existence. Hence the n e w generat ion of th inkers , 
i n c l u d i n g Lévi-Strauss, had a p ro found ly humanis t ic insp i ra t ion , 
seeking to recover real human beings f r o m the mys t i f ica t ions of 
bourgeois humanism. T h e y were preoccupied w i t h grasping the 
t rue meaning of h u m a n existence as an empi r i ca l quest ion 
amenable to r a t iona l phi losophical or scient i f ic inves t iga t ion . 

Th i s new humanism was the basis o f the re jec t ion of the 
rece ived philosophies, and the basis on w h i c h a new approach 
c o u l d be constructed. F i r s t ly , the metaphysical appeal to absolutes 
o f m o r a l i t y was rejected in the name o f concrete human existence. 
Thus a new m o r a l i t y had to be roo t ed in experience and not 
imposed on the i n d i v i d u a l (whence the fundamental slogan of 
exis tent ia l i sm, 'existence precedes essence', that cou ld be taken, in 
different interpretations, as the slogan of the age). 

Secondly, the rejection of the metaphysical in the name of the 
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ind iv idua l was associated w i t h a re jec t ion of i r r a t i ona l i sm in the 
name of r a t i ona l i t y . Th i s r a t iona l i ty c o u l d no t be an absolute and 
eternal rea l i ty , bu t had rather to be r o o t e d in exper ience, the 
ra t iona l i ty of everyday existence, to be discovered t h r o u g h a 
philosophical or a sociological inves t iga t ion of everyday l i f e . 

T h i r d l y , the r e j ec t ion of the metaphysical entai led the re jec t ion 
o f al l forms o f h i s to r i c i sm, re jec t ion o f the subordinat ion o f the 
ind iv idua l to e x t e r n a l l y imposed h i s to r i ca l laws o f deve lopment 
(whe ther sp i r i tua l or mate r ia l ) and so the re jec t ion of any b e l i e f in 
the necessarily progressive and cont inuous character of h i s to ry . 
Such a be l ie f cou ld ha rd ly be reconc i led w i t h the exper ience of 
i n t e r - w a r France in w h i c h con t inu i ty s igni f ied degenerat ion and 
decay, in w h i c h on ly a radical break c o u l d arrest the cont inuous 
logic o f decline. Thus ' a l l our teachers w e r e obsessed w i t h the 
his tor ical approach ' , ye t ' ou r teachers w e r e ignorant o f H i s t o r y ' . 4 

Brunschvig's cont inuous progress o f reason and m o r a l i t y , 
Bergson's creat ive evo lu t ion , the D u r k h e i m i a n genetic m o r ­
phology , in w h i c h social structures e v o l v e d harmonious ly f r o m 
the simple to the complex , we re al l equa l ly unacceptable, and all 
contrasted sharply w i t h the rea l i ty o f h i s to ry . ' H i s t o r i c i s m ' stood 
out c lear ly as an ideo logy that masked oppression and e x p l o i t a t i o n . 
Thus the re jec t ion of h i s tor ic i sm raised the p rob l em of the t rue 
human meaning o f h i s to ry . 

To anyone f r o m an A n g l o - S a x o n or a G e r m a n background this 
t u r n to the e m p i r i c a l human i n d i v i d u a l may not appear ve ry 
s ta r t l ing , for the re jec t ion of metaphysics on the basis of a l i be ra l 
ind iv idua l i sm has l o n g been a commonplace in the A n g l o - S a x o n 
w o r l d , and was wel l -es tabl ished by the end of the n ine teenth 
cen tury in Ge rmany . B u t in France l ibe ra l i sm had been t r a d i t i o n ­
ally associated not w i t h ind iv idua l i sm, bu t w i t h Republ icanism, 
w i t h the defence of the secular state against the personal exercise 
o f monarchica l p o w e r . T h e generat ion o f the 1930s cou ld no t t u r n 
to an established t r a d i t i o n o f l ibe ra l i nd iv idua l i sm to f i n d ready-
made solutions. Hence i t is character is t ic of this genera t ion that 
they had to f ind in sp i r a t ion f r o m abroad. Sartre w e n t to G e r m a n y 
to f ind Husserl and Heidegger , A r o n to f ind W e b e r , M e r l e a u -
Ponty to f ind Husser l , L u k á c s , and W e b e r , w h i l e Lév i -S t rauss 
discovered N o r t h A m e r i c a n an th ropo logy . In France i t se l f Freud, 
Gestalt psychology and a humanist i n t e rp re t a t i on of H e g e l and 
Marx made headway at this time. Yet this generation did not take 
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solutions f r o m abroad ready-made. T h e y we re , after a l l , heirs to 
the French phi losophica l t r a d i t i o n w h i c h had p r o v i d e d thei r 
s t a r t ing point . Thus we f ind nove l solutions be ing put f o r w a r d , 
solutions w h i c h , p a r t i c u l a r l y in the case of Sartre and Lévi -
Strauss, re ta in a s t rong metaphysical core and close l inks w i t h the 
phi losophical t r a d i t i o n they b o t h rejected. 

T h e t u r n to the e m p i r i c a l i nd iv idua l was no t as unp rob lema t i c as 
i t m i g h t appear. W h i l e the idea of the empi r i ca l i n d i v i d u a l is a 
good polemica l device w i t h w h i c h to combat an ou t -da ted 
metaphysics, the real t h i n g i s rather d i f f i c u l t to p i n d o w n . W h a t , 
after a l l , i s the e m p i r i c a l i nd iv idua l , shorn of al l preconceptions? 
T h e Cartesian i n d i v i d u a l i s ve ry d i f fe ren t f r o m the i n d i v i d u a l o f 
Eng l i sh u t i l i t a r i a n i s m o r the i nd iv idua l o f A m e r i c a n behav iour i sm 
or the K a n t i a n i n d i v i d u a l . 

A l t h o u g h b o t h Sartre and Lévi-St rauss t r y to go behind a l l such 
metaphysical constructs to f ind the pure human i n d i v i d u a l 
immersed in the r ea l i t y of dai ly l i fe the i nd iv idua l they come up 
w i t h is not so concrete after a l l . For Sartre the i nd iv idua l is to be 
found in a radical phenomenological r educ t ion in w h i c h al l 
preconceptions are swept away, al l abstractions are abolished, and 
the t r u l y human i n d i v i d u a l is found, free and unconstrained, in the 
immediacy of pure existence. For Lévi -S t rauss , by contrast , 
Sartre's approach to the i nd iv idua l t h r o u g h in t rospec t ion can on ly 
produce another, ra ther banal, metaphysic. For Lévi-Strauss i t is 
science that can reveal the t r u l y human i n d i v i d u a l , a pure ly 
objec t ive approach to individuals in society that equally rejects all 
supra-human abstractions bu t that finds the i nd iv idua l in the 
objec t ive study o f the variet ies o f human existence. 

I n nei ther case is the concern real ly w i t h individuals as they l ive 
the i r dai ly l ives, for b o t h seek to found a c r i t i que of the v a n i t y and 
i l lusions o f da i ly l i f e . B o t h seek a m o r a l theory that can p rov ide a 
t heo ry o f the t r u t h o f human i ty against w h i c h to measure the 
conceits o f everyday l i f e . Thus bo th seek the fundamental meaning 
of human existence rather than its mundane rea l i ty , and i t is this 
that determines the i r par t icu la r conceptions of the i n d i v i d u a l , 
conceptions that are in each case p r i o r to the deceptive r ea l i t y of 
everyday experience. Thus bo th Sartre and Lévi-Strauss seek a 
p r i v i l e g e d human r ea l i t y in a n e w metaphysical t heo ry o f 
humanity. 

In this respect Sartre and Lévi-Strauss remain more firmly 
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with in the French phi losophical t r a d i t i o n than, for example , A r o n 
and Mer l eau -Pon ty , whose concerns w e r e less mora l i s t i c . Th i s is 

reflected in the fact that nei ther Sartre n o r Lévi-Strauss make such 
a radical break with the traditions they rejected than might seem 

at first sight, and for both Bergson remains an essential, though 
always i m p l i c i t , p o i n t o f reference. 

Sartre adopts the Bergsonian f r a m e w o r k lock , stock and ba r re l , 
and retains the Bergsonian s tar t ing p o i n t of the immed ia t e 

apprehension of experience as the apprehension of an u n c o n -
strained hol is t ic becoming , using this apprehension as the basis for 
a c r i t ique o f the absolutist claims o f analyt ic reason. W h e r e 
Sartre breaks w i t h Bergson is in the concep t ion of experience as an 
experience of p a r t i c i p a t i o n in a w h o l e tha t transcends i n d i v i d u a l 
existence. For Sartre there is no th ing beyond the existence of the 
ind iv idua l , no t ru ths to be found in a h ighe r r ea lm of sp i r i t . Thus 
Sartre's phi losophy, to characterize i t c rude ly , seeks to establish 

the Bergsonian phi losophy on a r igorous foundat ion by abol ishing 
the myst ica l t ranscendental ism of the é lan v i ta l , and by f i n d i n g 
meaning exclusively in existence. 

In this con tex t Lévi-Strauss can be seen as o f f e r ing a m o r e 
radical, but essentially D u r k h e i m i a n and posi t ivis t ic , c r i t i que o f 
Bergson. For Lévi-Strauss it is on ly the reason and the in t e l l ec t 
that can give us access to any th ing w o r t h y of being cal led t r u t h . 
The emot ional and aesthetic ' t ru ths ' of immedia te exper ience are 
s imply mys t ica l , vague and mis leading sensations that have no 
object ive status. Thus Lévi-Strauss inver ts the Bergsonian r e l a t i on 
between reason and experience to f i n d the t r u t h of h u m a n i t y in the 
emergence o f the in te l lec t , and the t rue meaning o f h u m a n 
existence in the subordinat ion of e m o t i o n to reason. Th i s 
essentially D u r k h e i m i a n c r i t ique of Bergsonism is tempered by a 
re ject ion o f the metaphysical d imens ion o f the D u r k h e i m i a n 
ident i f ica t ion o f reason and in te l lec t , and so o f human t r u t h , w i t h 
the social and the d ivorce that this introduces be tween the 
ind iv idua l and his, or her, humani ty . 

B e h i n d the immed ia t e con t inu i ty w i t h Bergsonism one can also 
detect a more fundamenta l c o n t i n u i t y s t i l l in the w o r k of Sartre 
and Lévi-Strauss, and see them as reasserting the t rad i t ions of 
classical French phi losophy by o f f e r i n g , on the one hand, a 
Cartesian and, on the other hand, a Rousseauean c r i t i que of 

Bergsonism. To develop this theme would take us too far from the 
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task in hand, w h i c h is to d r a w ou t the o r i g i n a l i t y of the 
cont r ibu t ions o f Sartre and Lév i -S t rauss . T h e i m p o r t a n t lesson to 
d r a w is that Sartre and Lévi-Strauss b o t h produce a c r i t i que of 
metaphysics that is i t s e l f f r o m the v e r y beginning metaphysical . 
Th i s i s ve ry i m p o r t a n t to an unders tanding of Lévi -S t rauss ' w o r k , 
and o f the subsequent development o f s t ructura l i sm, for i t w i l l be 
one o f my centra l arguments in this book that in Lév i -S t rauss ' 
w o r k the metaphysic takes over and, in the a t t empt to preserve the 
metaphysical theory o f humani ty , the fundamental humanist 
insp i ra t ion is progressively eroded as the empi r i ca l i n d i v i d u a l is 
subordinated to the concept o f h u m a n i t y . 

4 R E A C T I O N T O T H E C R I S I S — T H E 

E X I S T E N T I A L I S T P H I L O S O P H Y O F S A R T R E 

T h e new generat ion were cr i t ics o f the i r society and o f the 
phi losophy that , for t hem, gave this society ideologica l support . 
T h e y were seeking a ra t ional basis on w h i c h to establish the 
meaning of i nd iv idua l existence in an i r r a t i o n a l w o r l d , a stand­
p o i n t f r o m w h i c h to c r i t i c i ze the i r o w n society as the de fo rma t ion 
o f the r a t i ona l i t y o f i nd iv idua l existence. Thus they w e r e 
preoccupied w i t h the search for a r a t iona l foundat ion for human 
existence, and for the condit ions for a ra t iona l society. Established 
phi losophy and sociology could no t p rov ide them w i t h any 
solutions, indeed i t was established phi losophy and sociology that 
was the p rob l em. Sociology offered a supra- ind iv idua l society ai' 
the measure of r a t i o n a l i t y , phi losophy offered subord ina t ion to a 
metaphysical r e a l m o f spi r i t . N o r cou ld established psychology 
p rov ide any answers, d iv ided as it was be tween a metaphysical 
i n tu i t i on i s t psychology and a posi t iv is t assimilat ion of psychology 
to physiology. Hence established psychology reproduced the 
deficiences of established philosophy, as Pol i tzer had argued in his 
v e r y in f luen t ia l Critique des fondements de la psychologie (1928). 

The re were t w o theories becoming available in France d u r i n g 
the 1920s that, for some, p rov ided a ready-made so lu t ion to the 
phi losophical problems they confronted : M a r x i s m and psycho­
analysis. B o t h M a r x i s m and psychoanalysis p rov ide a w a y of 
i n t eg ra t i ng the r a t iona l and the i r r a t i o n a l in a single synthesis. 
Both provided the means of giving history a new meaning, 
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apparently not based on the continuous progress of some abstract 
metaphysical p r i nc ip l e . 

M a r x i s m , especially i n the humanis t ic in terpre ta t ions o f M a r x ' s 
early w o r k s that made headway in France in the ear ly 1930s, 
restored meaning to h i s to ry by seeing the i r r a t i o n a l i t y of h i s t o r y as 
an expression of the al ienat ion of h u m a n existence in a class 
society, to w h i c h i t counterposed the recovery of the h u m a n 

essence, and the creation of a rational society, in a revolutionary 
transformation. History is therefore seen as contradictory, yet 

progressive, g iven meaning by the posi t ive m o m e n t o f the 
dialect ic in w h i c h the i r r a t i o n a l is transcended in the deve lopment 
towards the f ina l goal . 

Freudianism restores meaning to h u m a n existence in an 
i r r a t iona l w o r l d no t t h r o u g h his tory , b u t t h r o u g h the unconscious. 
The key to the apparent ly i r r a t i ona l fo rmula t ions of conscious l i f e , 
the fantastic mytho log ies o f racism, re l igious mys t i c i sm, b l i n d 
na t iona l -pa t r io t i sm, is to be found in the unconscious, w h i c h 
provides bo th an exp lana t ion and a c r i t i q u e of the i l lusions of 

conscious existence. 
A few embraced M a r x or Freud enthusiastically. B u t there 

were barriers to the acceptance of e i ther th inke r even for the m o r e 
radical young inte l lectuals , qui te apart f r o m the fact that the i r 
works were ne i ther w i d e l y available nor w e l l unders tood i n 
France at the t i m e . 

Before 1934 the C o m m u n i s t Pa r ty adopted an ' u l t r a - l e f t i s t ' 
posi t ion, denouncing a l l other p o l i t i c a l organizat ions o f the 
w o r k i n g class as agents of the bourgeoisie , or even as ob jec t ive ly 
fascist. This gave M a r x i s m an appeal to some, expressing as it d i d a 
philosophy of t o t a l nega t iv i t y , but even this appeal was weakened 
w i t h the expuls ion o f T r o t s k y , w h o had pa r t i cu l a r ly appealed t o 
the Surrealists, f r o m the Soviet U n i o n in 1929. Hence i t was not 
u n t i l 1934, and the t u r n to a Popular F r o n t po l i cy , that the C o m ­
munist Par ty became more general ly acceptable to in te l lec tuals . 

Freudianism was also not w h o l l y acceptable, for Freud's 
u l t ima te rel iance on ins t inc t ive mechanisms to e x p l a i n the 
w o r k i n g s o f the unconscious smacked too m u c h o f the i r r a t i o n -
al ism against w h i c h the n e w genera t ion was reac t ing . T h e 
Freudian unconscious seemed to Sartre to oscillate be tween a 
physiological mechanism and another consciousness. 5 Thus , 

although Marxism and psychoanalysis provided a vague and 
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diffuse insp i ra t ion to many , they w e r e ac tual ly espoused by o n l y a 
f e w . 

A l t h o u g h the y o u n g intel lectuals w h o came of age a t the end of 
the 1920s shared a c o m m o n re jec t ion of established phi losophy and 
of the society that i t expressed, the alternatives they adopted 
v a r i e d considerably. W h i l e N i z a n t u r n e d to M a r x i s m to p rov ide a 
r evo lu t i ona ry c r i t i que o f his o w n society, A r o n tu rned t o W e b e r 
fo r a l ibera l c r i t i que . T h e philosophies of Sartre and Lévi-Strauss , 
by contrast, expressed a more radical re ject ion. 

Sartre and Lévi-Strauss each developed a c r i t i que w h i c h 
addressed i t se l f to society and to phi losophy per se. For b o t h this 
c r i t i q u e i m p l i e d the adopt ion of the i n d i v i d u a l as the founda t i on of 
meaning and o f m o r a l i t y , and so o f the c r i t i que o f society and o f its 
pretensions. B u t this i nd iv idua l was no t an h i s to r i ca l ly located 
i n d i v i d u a l , l i v i n g in a par t icu la r society, as i t was fo r N i z a n or for 
A r o n (or , for that mat te r , for M e r l e a u - P o n t y ) . For Sartre and 
Lévi-Strauss society, and the r h e t o r i c that accompanies i t , is 
conf ron ted by a desocialized i n d i v i d u a l ; bo th seek the founda t ion 
of society in the na ture of i n d i v i d u a l existence, and so in the 
generic i nd iv idua l . Hence bo th seek phi losophical , ra ther than 
sociological , solutions, that are based on the radical d i c h o t o m i z a -
t i o n o f subject and object , o f f o r - i t s e l f and in- i tself , w i t h the 
assimilat ion of society to one pole, and its c r i t i que in terms of the 
i n d i v i d u a l to the o ther . 

Sartre and Lévi-Strauss differ fundamenta l ly in the i r concep­
t i o n of the i n d i v i d u a l , and this difference establishes b o t h the 
distinctiveness and the c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y of the i r philosophies. For 
Sartre the i n d i v i d u a l is Cartesian, in the sense that he or she is 
def ined by the p u r i t y and freedom of his or her consciousness. I t is 
the conscious m i n d that imposes meaning on exper ience by 
i n t eg ra t i ng exper ience i n t o a meaningfu l w h o l e . Th i s conscious­
ness is transcendent, unconstrained by any physical or m o r a l 
absolutes, capable of refusing any o b l i g a t i o n imposed by nature or 
by society. T h e Bergsonian experience o f f reedom and o f 
c r e a t i v i t y is not the passive experience of an ex te rna l élan vi tal , i t is 
the immedia te consciousness of the self. T h e Sartrean ego is 
therefore pure unconst ra ined sub jec t iv i ty . For Sartre society w i t h 
its formidable apparatus of m o r a l const ra int , is assimilated to the 
pole of the object and i s c r i t i c i z e d f r o m the pole of the 
transcendent subject. 
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For Lévi -St rauss the i nd iv idua l i s Freudian, though pu rged of a l l 
i r ra t iona l i sm by the reduc t ion of the unconscious to a pu re ly 
l o r m a l s t ruc tu r ing capacity, defined by the universal unconscious, 
an absolute object i n w h i c h is inscr ibed the fu l l range o f human 
possibilities. T h e unconscious is the t rue foundat ion of human 
existence and the necessary founda t ion of any o rde r ly human 
social l i f e . Consciousness, and especially consciousness of the 
subject, i s therefore i l lu so ry , contrasted w i t h the o b j e c t i v i t y of the 
unconscious as an insubstantial and inef fec tua l sub jec t iv i ty . T h e 
pretensions of society, expressed in its dominant humanis t 
ideology, are assimilated to the subject as the p ro jec t ion of the va in 
illusions of a conce i ted humani ty . 

Sartre's phi losophy is set ou t in Being and Nothingness, a w o r k 
comple ted in 1942. A l t h o u g h Sartre has m o d i f i e d i t subsequently, 
the fundamentals r ema in unchanged. Sartre remains w i t h i n the 
Cartesian t r a d i t i o n o f French phi losophy, r e i n t e rp r e t i ng the 
Cartesian C o g i t o a long lines suggested by Husserl . Th i s r e in t e r -
pre ta t ion involves a re jec t ion of the dual is t ic Bergsonian separation 
of reason, ru led by e ternal and i m m u t a b l e categories progressively 
revealed in the cont inuous advance of science and phi losophy, and 
experience, ru l ed by the i r r a t i ona l and elusive é lan v i tal . Th i s 
Bcrgsonian separation proposes as the on ly alternatives a p r a g ­
matic , but i r r a t i o n a l , subordinat ion o f the i n d i v i d u a l to the 
dictates of reason, or a mys t ica l , and equal ly i r r a t i o n a l , subord in ­
a t ion o f the i n d i v i d u a l to the eternal sp i r i t o f c rea t ion . Sartre 
sought to abolish this dual ism by r e in t eg ra t i ng Bergson's reason 
and experience no t in the eternal sp i r i t , bu t rather in the i n d i v i d u a l 
existence. 

Sartre sought to sweep away al l the metaphysical dressing in a 
r e tu rn to the b ru te r ea l i t y of existence, the experience of w h i c h is an 
experience of f reedom. D i r e c t exper ience reveals the w o r l d to us 
not as a brute ob jec t ive fact, bu t as our w o r l d , object of our desires, 
our ambit ions, our aspirations. O u r r e l a t i o n to the w o r l d i s not , 
therefore, de t e rmined by the w o r l d , bu t by our o w n choice o f the 
w a y in w h i c h w e , as conscious beings, relate to the w o r l d . 

Experience is no t imposed by the w o r l d , nor by an i r r a t i o n a l 
Bergsonian élan or Freudian unconscious. I t is consciously created 
by us as a part of the project w h i c h defines our being in the w o r l d . 
To believe o the rwise , to refuse to recognize our o w n responsib i l i ty 
for our own actions, is simply 'bad faith'. The world itself is absurd 
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and w i t h o u t meaning: the exper ience o f the transcendence o f 
human existence is the sole basis of meaning , and so the on ly basis 
of m o r a l i t y . T h e m o r a l duty of the i n d i v i d u a l i s s imply to assert his 
or her existence as a h u m a n i nd iv idua l in the face of the w o r l d , to 
refuse to submit to any ex te rna l m o r a l or physical de te rmina t ion . 
T h e c o n t i n u i t y o f meaning and o f h i s tory , the permanence o f 
c u l t u r a l values are a l l undermined . L i f e is for the momen t , 
consciousness is of the moment , unconstra ined and unpredic table . 

Sartre offers a phi losophy of defiance, a phi losophy w h i c h holds 
society at arm's l eng th , refusing to recognize the subord ina t ion of 
the i nd iv idua l to a society domina ted by hypocr isy , dishonesty and 
evasion. Social relat ions become the struggles be tween naked 
individuals in w h i c h each tries to assert his or her o w n freedom. 
T h e absolute f reedom of the i n d i v i d u a l includes the f reedom to 
t rea t the o ther as an object, bu t it also implies an absolute 
o b l i g a t i o n on the i nd iv idua l not to p e r m i t h i m or hersel f to be 
reduced to an object by the other , so that social l i fe becomes a 
s truggle to reduce others to objects in one's o w n w o r l d and to 
avo id one's o w n reduc t ion to an object in theirs. L i f e is n o t h i n g but 
a struggle for au then t i c i ty , a s t ruggle against 'bad f a i t h ' in w h i c h 
individuals are ceaselessly p i t t ed against one another. T h e r e is no 
o ther mora l p r inc ip l e , l i fe has no u l t i m a t e meaning, in the last 
analysis it is meaningless and absurd. Since there are no ra t iona l 
grounds for defending one course of ac t ion rather than another, 
the course adopted is u l t i m a t e l y a rb i t r a ry , the on ly o b l i g a t i o n 
be ing to choose. 

Society is condemned by be ing reduced to a mi rage , an 
expression of the abdica t ion to inau then t i c i ty , o f the bad fa i th 
w h i c h pervades society. I t is not norms and values w h i c h induce 
people to act, bu t ra ther they ascribe courses of ac t ion w h i c h they 
have freely chosen, fo r w h i c h they w i l l not assume responsibi l i ty , 
to norms and values. T h e la t ter are therefore a m y t h , an a l ib i 
inven ted to j u s t i f y the unjust if iable. C e r t a i n l y e x p l o i t a t i o n and 
d o m i n a t i o n exist , but they do not force people to behave in cer ta in 
ways , for even the e x p l o i t e d and domina ted continue to be human, 
to have the p o w e r to say no, to refuse to submit to the o ther . 

Th i s phi losophy gives his tory a meaning , but that m e a n i n g is 
ascribed to h i s to ry by the i nd iv idua l w h o lives that h i s to ry , and 
does not exist beyond the i nd iv idua l . T h e meaning of h i s to ry is not 
given to the present by the past from which it came, but by the 
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fu ture towards w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l projects i t in his or her 
imaginat ion. H i s t o r y is not , therefore, cont inuous and progressive, 
nor does it have any absolute meaning. Its meaning is exhausted by 
the sum of meanings i t has for i n d i v i d u a l par t ic ipants , and this 
meaning is fundamenta l ly discontinuous, for it is subject to doubt 
at every m o m e n t in its t ra jec tory . 

Sartre's early h u m a n philosophy offers a r igorous and coherent 
ra t iona l iza t ion o f the posi t ion o f a r ad ica l - l ibe ra l i n t e l l ec tua l in 
the thir t ies , expressing his isolat ion f r o m a society w h i c h he cou ld 
condemn but no t change and p r o v i d i n g a basis on w h i c h he cou ld 
l ive out this i so la t ion by i m m e r s i n g h imse l f in his personal 
salvation, g i v i n g a supreme m o r a l value to the most meaningless 
actions, to the most fut i le protests and even to pointless self-
sacrifice. As a h u m a n philosophy Sartre's exis tent ia l i sm expressed 
the tragedy of so m a n y of his generat ion, bu t for that v e r y reason i t 
cou ld no t p rov ide the basis for an unders tanding of society. Society 
is s imply an absence in Sartre's scheme, an expression of a l l that 
humani ty is not . It is a taci t pact be tween people to deny thei r 
humani ty and to a t t r ibu te their human capacities to an al ien force. 
I 'eople enter i n t o this pact because of the i r i n d i v i d u a l m o r a l 
failings, because of the awesome responsibi l i ty w h i c h the i r 
humani ty gives t h e m and w h i c h they are too weak to assume. T h e 
point is not to unders tand society, bu t to abolish i t by an i n d i v i d u a l 
act o f mora l he ro i sm, i t se l f qui te a r b i t r a r y and motiveless, w h i c h 
renounces w h a t is for w h a t m i g h t be. 

For the in te l l ec tua l o f independent means this v i e w of society 
cou ld seem qui te plausible, but i t ignores the rea l i ty w h i c h society 
has for those less able to imagine themselves as monads, for those 
w h o depend on others, in one w a y or another, for the i r day- to -day 
existence, and p a r t i c u l a r l y for those w h o cannot a f fo rd to ignore 
the realities of e x p l o i t a t i o n and d o m i n a t i o n . For these people i t is 
clear that society is more than a phan tom, is more than a co l lec t ive 
a l i b i , but that i t is actual ly cons t ra in ing and is actual ly systematic. 
M o r e o v e r for these people i n d i v i d u a l resistance to society, even 
w h e n aided by ex is ten t ia l psychoanalysis, is fu t i le , w h i l e there do 
exist possibilities o f c o m m o n ac t ion to change society. 

In Sartre's la te r w o r k he has a t t empted to reconci le his ear ly 
philosophy, and p a r t i c u l a r l y his insistence on the absolute character 
o f human freedom, w i t h the density and systematic o rgan iza t ion 
o f society and w i t h the possibilities o f c o m m o n ac t ion w h i c h can 
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effect ively challenge the ex i s t ing o rgan iza t ion o f society. Few 
cr i t i cs believe tha t this r econc i l i a t ion has been successful, for any 
r ecogn i t ion o f the p o w e r o f ex te rna l constra int o r o f the v a l i d i t y 
of subordinat ion to the co l lec t ive compromises the absolute 
f reedom on w h i c h the phi losophy as a w h o l e is founded. 

5 L É V I - S T R A U S S ' R E J E C T I O N O F 

P H E N O M E N O L O G Y 

Lévi-Strauss was t ra ined , l ike Sartre, as a philosopher. H o w e v e r 
he w e n t fur ther than Sartre in his re jec t ion of the o r t h o d o x 
phi losophy of his teachers, abandoning phi losophy as the basis on 
w h i c h one can k n o w human i ty for an th ropo logy . Nevertheless 

'I was brought up a philosopher, and like many in France I came to sociology and 
ethnology from philosophy. I had in mind to answer philosophical questions.' 8 

L i k e Sartre, Lévi-Strauss was l o o k i n g for a base on w h i c h to 
b u i l d a ra t ional is t human phi losophy, bu t he rejected phenomen­
o logy and exis ten t ia l i sm, be l iev ing that the i r i m m e r s i o n in the 
problems o f the i n d i v i d u a l prevented them f r o m h a v i n g any 
possibi l i ty o f d i scover ing truths about human i ty . Lévi -S t rauss was 
no t concerned w i t h immers ing h i m s e l f in the experience o f a 
par t i cu la r i n d i v i d u a l in a par t icu lar society at a pa r t i cu la r t ime , 
and then p r o c l a i m i n g the results of such self-indulgence as eternal 
t ru ths . Lévi -St rauss was concerned w i t h the most general p roper ­
ties of the human being, those w h i c h are expressed in every 
society. He sought those characteristics w h i c h 'have a mean ing for 
a l l men ' , rather than those w h i c h concerned on ly one society, and 
i t was an thropology that cou ld reveal this to h i m : 

'A philosopher by profession I threw myself into ethnology to discover a nature 
s t i l l untouched by man ' 

Ethnology is nothing less than an effort to explain the complete man by means of 
studying the whole social experience of man . . . the aim is to isolate, f rom the 
mass of customs, creeds and institutions, a precipitate which often is infinitesimal 
but contains in i tself the very meaning of man . ' 9 

Thus, w h i l e the phenomenologists analyzed meaning by refer­
ence to the i n t e n t i o n a l i t y of the subject, Lévi-Strauss sought 
meaning through a scientific analysis in which the conscious 
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meaning is to be exp la ined by reference to a more fundamenta l , 
object ive, meaning: 

'to reach reality one has first to reject experience, and then subsequently to 
reintegrate it into an objective synthesis devoid of any sentimental i ty. ' 1 0 

Lévi-Strauss ' fundamental ob jec t ion to ex is ten t ia l i sm and 
phenomenology was that they resolve the p r o b l e m of the 
Bergsonian dual is t ic separation of subjective exper ience and 
object ive rea l i ty by reducing rea l i ty to subjective exper ience. For 
Lévi-Strauss k n o w l e d g e can never be based on subjective ex ­
perience, i t must have an object ive founda t ion , hence Lévi-Strauss 
sought to achieve an ' ob jec t ive ' synthesis of exper ience and 
rea l i ty . Hi s a m b i t i o n was to reconci le the Bergsonian oppos i t ion 
of ra t ional and i r r a t i o n a l , in te l lec tua l and emot iona l , log ica l and 
pre logical w i t h i n a higher object ive synthesis whose founda t ion 
w o u l d be not consciousness bu t the unconscious. 

In exp la in ing his scientific o r i e n t a t i o n Lévi-Strauss refers to 
bo th personal and in te l lec tua l influences: a p red i l ec t ion fo r a ' k i n d 
o f rat ional is t ic m o n i s m ' ; an ear ly interest in geology, w h i c h for 
Lévi-Strauss provides the 'most majestic mean ing ' of a landscape, 
' tha t w h i c h precedes, commands, and, to a large ex ten t explains 
the others ' ; and teenage contact w i t h M a r x i s m , that again sought 
a deeper r ea l i t y beneath the level of appearances. These early 
influences in t u r n prepared Lév i -S t rauss for the impac t o f 
psychoanalysis, and coloured his i n t e rp re t a t i on o f i t . A l l these 
influences c o m b i n e d to reveal to Lévi-Strauss that: 

'understanding consists in reducing one type of reality to another; that the true 
reality is never the most obvious; and that the nature of t ru th is already indicated 
by the care it takes to remain elusive. For all cases, the same problem arises, the 
problem of the relationship between feeling and reason, and the aim is the same: 
to achieve a kind o f superrationalism, wh ich w i l l integrate the first w i t h the second, 
wi thout sacrificing any of its properties. ' 1 1 

Psychoanalysis immed ia t e ly appealed to Lévi-Strauss as a 
c r i t i c a l weapon. I t restores meaning to the human be ing t h r o u g h 
the unconscious, i n t r o d u c i n g , l i ke geo logy , an order i n t o apparent 
incoherence by r e f e r r i n g the la t te r to ' c e r t a in basic characterist ics 
of the physical or menta l universe ' so ' i n t e r p r e t i n g each ac t ion as 
the unfolding in time of certain eternal truths'.12 Psychoanalysis 
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overcame the stat ic antinomies of Bergsonism by r evea l ing a 
deeper meaning, the meaning of the unconscious, in w h i c h all 
aspects of menta l l i fe are in tegra ted i n t o a single synthesis that can 
encompass the w h o l e of human existence. 

For Lévi-Strauss knowledge of h u m a n i t y is possible no t because 
h u m a n i t y part icipates in the Bergsonian sp i r i tua l 'state o f m u s h ' , 1 3 

nor because of some empathic o r i n t u i t i v e p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the 
consciousness o f others, but because o f the un iversa l i ty o f human 
nature expressed in the generic unconscious. This unconscious is 
thus the founda t ion o f the possibi l i ty o f objec t ive k n o w l e d g e o f 
human nature, and i t is on ly a scient if ic approach to h u m a n i t y that 
can reveal the t rue and object ive founda t ion of human existence. 

T h e task that Lévi-Strauss sought to accomplish was precisely 
that of his phenomenologis t and exis tent ia l i s t contemporar ies . In a 
sense it was a v e r y conservative task, for they each sought to 
reassert the ra t iona l i s t ic values of classical French humanis t 
phi losophy, to preserve the pr inciples of the En l igh t enmen t in the 
face o f the onslaught o f i r r a t i ona l i sm. T h e y therefore sought to 
in tegra te the w h o l e of human exper ience in a r a t iona l synthesis 
r oo t ed in the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d : to restore the u n i t y of reason and 
e m o t i o n , in te l lec t and experience as the basis of human existence. 

It is this r a t iona l synthesis that provides the on ly t rue and 
objec t ive meaning for human existence, for i t is on ly reason that 
can provide a mean ing that does n o t re ly on a metaphysical 
au tho r i t y . W h i l e phenomenology accomplishes this synthesis in 
consciousness, and tries to f ind the ce r t a in ra t iona l founda t ion for 
human existence in the phi losophical e x a m i n a t i o n of consciousness, 
Lévi-Strauss accomplishes the synthesis in the unconscious, and 
tr ies to f ind this r a t iona l foundat ion t h r o u g h the scient if ic study of 
human i ty . 
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I I I . The Origins of Structuralism 
P S Y C H O A N A L Y S I S p rov ided L é v i - S t r a u s s w i t h the idea o f the u n ­
conscious on w h i c h to base his d i s t inc t ive human phi losophy and 
w i t h w h i c h to approach the human sciences. B u t psychoanalysis 
was not Lévi-Strauss ' chosen disc ipl ine . I t cou ld p rov ide a concept 
w h i c h made i t possible to achieve an object ive k n o w l e d g e of 
human i ty , bu t the pract ice of psychoanalysis was no t the w a y to 
achieve this k n o w l e d g e , for i t i n v o l v e d the study of selected 
indiv iduals , not of human i ty as a w h o l e . It is an th ropo logy that is 
the science of h u m a n i t y that Lévi-Strauss sought: 

'Anthropology affords me intellectual satisfaction: as a fo rm of history, l inking 
up at opposite ends w i t h w o r l d history and my o w n history, it thus reveals the 
rationale common to both. In proposing the study of mankind, anthropology 
frees me from doubt, since it examines those differences and changes in mankind 
w h i c h have a meaning for all men, and excludes those peculiar to a single 
civi l izat ion, which dissolve into nothingness under the gaze of the outside 
observer.' 1 

Lév i -S t r aus s d i d no t espouse an th ropo logy immed ia t e ly . A t the 
U n i v e r s i t y an th ropo logy was domina ted by the D u r k h e i m i a n s . 
Lévy-Bruh l eulogized the posi t iv is t t r a d i t i o n o f C o m t e and 
D u r k h e i m and had developed, w i t h his theory o f ' p r i m i t i v e 
m e n t a l i t y ' , a doc t r ine that po ten t i a l ly had s trong racist overtones. 
Boug lé , Assistant D i r e c t o r o f the Eco le N o r m a l e , had achieve­
ments behind h i m , but had become self-appointed, and rather 
dogmat ic , defender o f the D u r k h e i m i a n o r t h o d o x y . I t was B o u g l é 
w h o recommended Lévi -S t rauss for his post in B r a z i l , bu t Lév i -
Strauss d i d not be long to Bouglé ' s 'stable' . O n l y M a r c e l Mauss, 
D u r k h e i m ' s nephew, manifested any o r i g i n a l i t y and f l e x i b i l i t y , 
dis tancing h i m s e l f f r o m the D u r k h e i m i a n legacy. B u t Mauss d i d 
no t h o l d a doctora te , and so was conf ined to teaching post­
graduate students. Lévi-Strauss never attended Mauss ' courses, 
though he read Mauss' works and conducted his fieldwork along 

34 



The Origins of Structuralism 35 

Maussian lines, s tudy ing artefacts and the i r methods of p r o d u c t i o n 
rather than beliefs and social i n s t i tu t ions . 2 

A l l the D u r k h e i m i a n s , w h o w r o t e so m u c h about the nature o f 
humani ty , o f p r i m i t i v e men ta l i t y , o f the posi t ivis t m e t h o d , and o f 
exo t ic ins t i tu t ions w e r e in fact a rmcha i r anthropologists whose 
contact w i t h the societies they e x p l o r e d was second-hand. For 
Lévi-Strauss i t was the reading of R o b e r t Lowie ' s Primitive Society 
in 1933-4 that p r o v i d e d the ' r e v e l a t i o n ' : 

'Instead of providing one w i t h ideas taken f rom books and immediately changed 
into philosophical concepts, it described the wr i te r ' s actual experience of native 
societies, and presented the significance of that experience through his 
involvement. My mind was able to escape from the claustrophobic, Turkish-bath 
atmosphere in w h i c h it was being imprisoned by the practice of philosophical 
reflection. ' 3 

Here was the key w i t h w h i c h Lév i -S t r auss cou ld u n l o c k the 
storehouse o f k n o w l e d g e not o f the idea o f human i ty , bu t o f real 
l i v i n g people. B u t i t i s i m p o r t a n t no t to overemphasize the impact 
o f N o r t h A m e r i c a n an thropology o n L é v i - S t r a u s s . L é v i - S t r a u s s 
has made i t abundant ly clear that , wha t eve r his debts to N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n an th ropo logy in re la t ion to specif ical ly an th ropo log ica l 
questions, the la t te r p rov ided m o r e an insp i ra t ion than an 
in te l lec tual t r a d i t i o n . A l t h o u g h as a student the D u r k h e i m i a n 
t r a d i t i o n made no posi t ive impac t on h i m , and he a r r i v e d in B r a z i l 
in 'open r evo l t against D u r k h e i m and against any a t t empt to use 
sociology for metaphysical purposes', his w o r k is s i tuated ve ry 
f i r m l y w i t h i n the D u r k h e i m i a n t r a d i t i o n . 4 

Simone de B e a u v o i r , w h o read The Elementary Structures in p r o o f 
w h i l e w r i t i n g the articles that w o u l d become The Second Sex, fu l ly 
appreciated the r e l a t ion be tween the French and the N o r t h 
A m e r i c a n t rad i t ions i n L é v i - S t r a u s s ' w o r k : 

'He i r to the French t radi t ion, but starting w i t h American methods, Lévi-Strauss 
wanted to resume the project of his masters whi le guarding against their 
failings. ' 5 

Even in his f ie ldwork Lévi -S t rauss remained w i t h i n the French 
t r ad i t ion : he had l i t t l e t r a i n i n g in f ie ldwork methods and his 
reports are, by A n g l o - S a x o n standards, ve ry l i m i t e d . In almost 
fifty years as an anthropologist Lévi-Strauss has made two brief 
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f ie ldwork tr ips in B r a z i l and Pakistan and one longer e x p e d i t i o n of 
several months in B r a z i l — p r o b a b l y no more in his t o t a l career, 
and w i t h less p repara t ion , than a B r i t i s h or A m e r i c a n graduate 
student w o u l d complete in p repara t ion for a doctora te : ' I am not 
ashamed to confess, my t ime in the f ield was spent less in w o r k i n g 
than i n l ea rn ing h o w to w o r k ' . 6 

1 L É V I - S T R A U S S A N D D U R K H E I M I A N 

P H I L O S O P H Y 

T h e offer o f an appointment in B r a z i l forced Lév i -S t rauss to 
conf ront the D u r k h e i m i a n t r a d i t i o n . In t u r n i n g to an th ropo logy 
Lévi-Strauss was no t t u r n i n g his back on his o w n society, nor was 
he leaving his phi losophical background behind. H i s ear ly a m b i t i o n 
was to understand not other societies, but his o w n , and i t was to 
answer phi losophical questions that he turned to an th ropo logy . 7 

Thus his con f ron ta t i on w i t h the D u r k h e i m i a n t r a d i t i o n was a 
phi losophical conf ron ta t ion . 

D u r k h e i m , as we have seen, i n t roduced a fundamental d iv i s ion 
be tween the i n d i v i d u a l and society, loca t ing the specif ical ly 
human qualit ies of m o r a l i t y and of c o g n i t i o n in society as a 
cons t ra in ing force standing over , and imposing i t s e l f on , the 
i n d i v i d u a l . For Lévi-Strauss this theory is an abdica t ion of 
sociology for metaphysics: his task is to recover for the i n d i v i d u a l 
the humani ty tha t D u r k h e i m had ascribed to the co l lec t ive 
conscience. T h e nature of human beings as social beings is to be 
revealed t h r o u g h the inves t iga t ion of wha t i t i s about human 
beings that makes society possible by m a k i n g people, in their 
i n t e rac t ion , create social relations in w h i c h they c o m m i t t h e m ­
selves to l i v i n g in society. 

Lévi -S t rauss sought to remake D u r k h e i m ' s sociology by p u t t i n g 
the social nature of human i ty back i n t o the i n d i v i d u a l . M e r l e a u -
Ponty , in a sympathet ic commen ta ry on Lévi -St rauss ' w o r k that 
sought to assimilate the la t te r to his o w n phenomenology, pu t this 
po in t w e l l : 

'This social fact, w h i c h is no longer a massive reality but an efficacious system of 
symbols or a ne twork of symbolic values, is going to be inserted in the depths of 
the individual. But the regulation which circumvents the individual does not 
eliminate him. It is no longer necessary to choose between the individual and the 
collective. ' 8 
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Thus Lévi-Strauss ' phi losophical objections to D u r k h e i m ' s 
sociology can be summed up as a re jec t ion of the metaphysical 
concept of the co l lec t ive conscience and of the sociologist ic 
posi t ivism associated w i t h i t . D u r k h e i m ' s pos i t iv ism, by d i c t a t i ng 
(hat he d id no t l o o k behind the appearance of social constraint , 
prevented h i m f r o m f ind ing its t rue i nd iv idua l founda t ion . 

W h i l e D u r k h e i m saw society as a sui generis r ea l i ty , Lévi-Strauss 
had to establish the condit ions of possibi l i ty of society on an 
ind iv idua l founda t ion . This gives Lévi-Strauss ' p ro jec t a m a r k e d 
Kant ian f lavour , and Lév i -S t r auss , l i k e D u r k h e i m before h i m , 
recognizes K a n t as a forbear. 

Kan t was concerned to establish the basis of a r a t iona l m o r a l i t y , 
the cond i t i on of possibi l i ty of a harmonious society. For K a n t 
human act ion should be ru led by m o r a l imperat ives that cou ld be 
logical ly de r ived f r o m the 'general concept of a r a t iona l be ing as 
such' . 9 This ' ca tegor ica l i m p e r a t i v e ' w o u l d then p r o v i d e the basis 
of an absolute and universal m o r a l i t y . In the jus t society the laws 
established in accordance w i t h the categorical impera t ive , 
a l though cons t ra in ing , w o u l d be recognized to be the condi t ions 
lo r the fu l l r ea l i za t ion o f the i n d i v i d u a l , and so w o u l d be consented 
to spontaneously. A harmonious society depended, therefore , on 
the i m p l e m e n t a t i o n of a ra t iona l m o r a l i t y . 

D u r k h e i m developed his sociology a century la ter in an age 
when the powers of reason seemed insuff icient to ensure social 
order. D u r k h e i m sought to sociologize his i n t e rp re t a t i on o f K a n t , 
making of society no t a fo rma l p r inc ip l e w h i c h is accessible on ly to 
reason, but a substantial r ea l i ty w h i c h has phenomenal effects, 
experienced by individuals as someth ing ex is t ing beyond t h e m ­
selves and cons t ra in ing them. T h e study of society c o u l d thus, for 
D u r k h e i m , become an empi r i ca l , and not a metaphysical , d i sc i ­
pline. 

Durkhe im ' s soc io log iz ing o f K a n t fundamenta l ly alters the 
significance o f K a n t i a n m o r a l i t y . D u r k h e i m fails t o make the 
d is t inc t ion , fundamental to K a n t and to German neo-Kan t i an i sm, 
between fact and value. For K a n t the ra t iona l m o r a l i t y is pure ly 
fo rma l and i t i s universal , i t i s no t based in any w a y on w h a t 
happens to be the cur ren t state of affairs. Hence K a n t ' s m o r a l 
theory provides a basis for c r i t i c i z i n g w h a t is in terms of w h a t 
ought to be: the universal claims of a r a t iona l m o r a l i t y are opposed 
to the particularistic imposition of selfish moral standards. 
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D u r k h e i m , by contrast , identifies the no rma t ive w i t h the object ive: 
the co l lec t ive conscience is an objec t ive fact and a mora l 
impera t ive . Lévi -St rauss i s w e l l aware of the dangers inheren t in 
this concept ion , for the consequence is the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of the 
co l lec t ive : 

'Obviously any social order could take pretense of such a doctrine to crush 
individual thought and spontaneity. Every mora l , social, or intellectual progress 
made its first appearance as a revolt of the individual against the group . ' 1 0 

In c r i t i c i z i n g D u r k h e i m ' s metaphysics Lévi -St rauss i s endorsing 
K a n t i a n i n d i v i d u a l i s m and re s to r ing the c r i t i c a l d imens ion o f 
Kan t ' s phi losophy. H o w e v e r Lévi-Strauss does not go so far as to 
reject D u r k h e i m ' s iden t i f i ca t ion o f fact and value. W h a t Lév i -
Strauss rejects is the iden t i f i ca t ion of the co l lec t ive conscience as a 
fact. Thus Lévi-Strauss rejects any appeal to a m o r a l au tho r i ty 
above the i n d i v i d u a l , whe the r i t be K a n t i a n reason or D u r k h e i m i a n 
society. For Lévi-Strauss the K a n t i a n impera t ive must be located 
in the human m i n d . Thus , w h i l e K a n t looked to the concept o f the 
ra t iona l i n d i v i d u a l for the c o n d i t i o n o f possibil i ty o f a ra t iona l 
m o r a l i t y and a harmonious social l i f e , Lévi-Strauss looks instead to 
supposedly e m p i r i c a l propert ies o f the human m i n d . Thus Lév i -
Strauss enthusiast ical ly endorses Ricouer 's desc r ip t ion of his 
an th ropo logy as a 'Kan t i an i sm w i t h o u t a transcendental subject ' . 1 1 

T h e nature of the m i n d is established t h rough a deduct ive 
argument , a s the cond i t i on o f poss ib i l i ty o f society, o f cu l tu re , o f 
human i ty . Thus the source of reason is relocated in the i n d i v i d u a l , 
no t in a consciousness that is prey fo r van i ty and selfishness, bu t in 
the unconscious that is bo th an e m p i r i c a l and a m o r a l fact. 

2 L É V I - S T R A U S S A N D D U R K H E I M I A N 

S O C I O L O G Y 

Lévi -S t rauss sought to remake D u r k h e i m ' s sociology by p u t t i n g 
the social na ture of human beings, inadequately conceptual ized by 
D u r k h e i m as the co l lec t ive conscience, back i n t o the i n d i v i d u a l . 
Lévi-Strauss argues that D u r k h e i m was forced to inven t the 
concept of the co l lec t ive conscience because he d i d no t have 
available to h i m an adequate concept of the unconscious. 

T h e concept of the co l lec t ive conscience was i n t roduced by 
Durkheim to reconcile the moral quality of social facts with their 
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object ive and const ra in ing character . Social facts w e r e bo th 
' th ings ' and ' representations ' , b o t h object ive and subjective, they 
were psychic, b u t they w e r e resistant to the i n d i v i d u a l w i l l . 
W i t h o u t an adequate concept of the unconscious, Lévi -St rauss 
argues, w h i c h is precisely a psychic en t i t y resistant to the w i l l , 
D u r k h e i m has to invent a ' m i n d ' w h i c h existed outside the 
ind iv idua l and constrained h i m or her. L a c k i n g the concept of the 
unconscious, D u r k h e i m was led to exp la in social facts no t by 
reference to t he i r human, i n d i v i d u a l , o r i g i n , bu t by resor t ing 
u l t ima te ly to evo lu t i on i sm ( i n w h i c h the co l lec t ive conscience is 
explained by reference to an evo lu t iona ry chain) and to i r r a t i o n ­
a l ism ( i n w h i c h the o r i g i n of the co l lec t ive conscience in the 
distant past is exp la ined as an i r r a t i o n a l , emot iona l , response 
rooted in the na tu ra l , pre-social , i n d i v i d u a l ) . 

W i t h the concept o f the unconscious we can recognize that the 
meaning of the social fact is no t imposed on the i n d i v i d u a l bu t is his 
or her o w n crea t ion . B u t that mean ing is not pu re ly subjective, 
since its o b j e c t i v i t y is founded in the unconscious: 

'The solution of Durkheim's antinomy lies in the awareness that these 
objectivated systems of ideas are unconscious, or that unconscious psychical 
structures underlie them and make them possible. Hence their character of 
"things"; and at the same time the dia lect ic—I mean un-mechanical—character 
of their explanat ion. ' 1 2 

I t is therefore the nature of the unconscious that makes society 
possible, and it is because the social is located in the unconscious 
that it seems to experience to be ex te rna l . Lévi-Strauss thus has a 
dual task: to develop a theory of the unconscious m i n d as the 
cond i t ion o f poss ib i l i ty o f society, and t o re formula te D u r k h e i m ' s 
sociology on the basis of this concept of the unconscious. I t is this 
double impe ra t i ve that leads to the t w o dimensions of s t ruc tura l i sm: 
on the one hand a theory of m i n d , on the other a t h e o r y of cu l ture 
and society. 

T h e task Lévi-Strauss set h i m s e l f was to p rov ide a funct ional 
underp inning for the social s t ruc ture in the i nd iv idua l unconscious 
and so to e l imina te D u r k h e i m ' s appeal to a metaphysical log ic of 
evo lu t ion . In this w a y the social s t ruc ture , and the representations 
that correspond to i t , w o u l d be re located in the i n d i v i d u a l . In this 
way: 
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' W e shall have the hope of overcoming the opposition between the collective 
nature of culture and its manifestations in the individual, since the so-called 
"collective consciousness" would , in the final analysis, be no more than the 
expression on the level of individual thought and behaviour, of certain t ime and 
space modalities of the universal laws wh ich make up the unconscious act ivi ty of 
the m i n d . ' 1 3 

Lévi -S t rauss ' ob jec t ion to D u r k h e i m i a n sociology was c lear ly 
an ob jec t ion f r o m w i t h i n the D u r k h e i m i a n t r a d i t i o n . I t i s to the 
solutions of fe red that he objects, no t to the problems that 
D u r k h e i m posed for sociology. Thus Lévi -S t rauss rejects D u r k -
heim's c l a im that society is an emergent w h o l e that has its o w n 
laws and that transcends the i n d i v i d u a l members of society. For 
Lévi-Strauss society cannot exist o ther than in the i nd iv idua l 
members of society and in the relat ions be tween these ind iv iduals , 
relat ions the indiv iduals enter on the basis of an unconscious 
m o t i v a t i o n and no t under the const ra in t of some ex te rna l en t i ty . 
H o w e v e r , once we have a l l o w e d for this deve lopment o f 
D u r k h e i m i a n i s m , L é v i - S t r a u s s ' concept ion o f the tasks o f 
sociology, and o f the nature o f society, i s t ho rough ly D u r k h e i m i a n . 

F i rs t ly , Lév i -S t r auss concurs e n t i r e l y w i t h the D u r k h e i m i a n 
insistence on the psychic, symbol ic , character of social facts, and 
w i t h the cor responding concept ion of sociology. Social facts are 
m o r a l facts, and sociology is the posi t ive m o r a l science w h i c h 
seeks to acquire objec t ive k n o w l e d g e of systems of meaning . 

Secondly, w h i l e Lévi -S t rauss rejects D u r k h e i m ' s over - re l iance 
on a sociological funct ional ism, this is no t to reject func t iona l i sm. 
In his early w o r k Lévi-Strauss s imply argued that a satisfactory 
funct iona l exp lana t ion cannot be complete u n t i l the social 
functions of an i n s t i t u t i o n can be re la ted to its functions for the 
i n d i v i d u a l : i t i s no t sufficient to show w h a t the social func t ion of 
an ins t i tu t ion is, i t is also necessary to show h o w the i n s t i t u t i o n can 
func t ion a t al l by showing w h y indiv iduals consent to engage in i t . 
Thus Lévi-Strauss is not replacing D u r k h e i m ' s sociologism w i t h an 
a l ternat ive psychologis t ic theory o f society that w o u l d reduce 
society to the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d . Lévi-Strauss seeks to complement 
D u r k h e i m ' s sociological func t iona l i sm by adding to i t a ra t ional is t 
account o f the pa r t i c ipa t i on o f the i nd iv idua l i n society. 

T h i r d l y , Lévi-Strauss pushes D u r k h e i m i a n in te l l ec tua l i sm to its 
l i m i t s . For D u r k h e i m col lec t ive representations are r igorous ly 
intellectual, rational, constructions. Thus Durkheim rejected 
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L é v y - B r u h l ' s n o t i o n o f the ' p r i m i t i v e m e n t a l i t y ' ins is t ing that al l 
fo rms o f social t hough t are r a t iona l . H o w e v e r w h e n i t came to the 
mora l character o f those representations D u r k h e i m had recourse 
to the i r r a t i o n a l , exp la in ing the m o r a l force of society as an 
i r r a t iona l affect ive response to the majesty of the co l lec t ive . In 
replacing this i r r a t i o n a l , and w h o l l y passive, i nd iv idua l psychology 
by a psychologica l funct ional i sm that provides the ra t iona l , 
though unconscious, grounds fo r the consent of the i n d i v i d u a l to 
pa r t i c ipa t ion in society, Lév i -S t rauss purges D u r k h e i m i a n 
sociology of its residual i r r a t i ona l i sm . Society i s n o w ra t iona l not 
because it is a transcendent o rde r s tanding above the i nd iv idua l , 
but because i t has its roots in the ind iv idua l reason of the 
unconscious. T h e supremacy of reason does no t depend on the 
i r r a t iona l awe w i t h w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l regards the co l lec t ive , 
but on an accordance of the social w i t h the na ture o f the 
ind iv idua l . 

F ina l ly , Lévi-Strauss has a t h o r o u g h l y D u r k h e i m i a n under­
standing of the me thod of the human sciences. A n t h r o p o l o g y seeks 
not a subjective immers ion in o ther cultures, b u t object ive 
external unders tanding. T h e m e t h o d of research i s the compara t ive 
method based on the establishment of funct ional typologies . T h e 
a im of social m o r p h o l o g y is to establish a t y p o l o g y of social 
structures or of social ins t i tu t ions , the different types correspond­
ing to d i f fe ren t ways of e f fec t ing the fundamental social or 
psychological func t ion to w h i c h society responds. Thus the basis of 
knowledge of society is the extensive study of d i f fe ren t social 
forms, and n o t the intensive study of par t icu lar societies. 

Lévi-Strauss ' o r i g i n a l i t y does no t consist in his a t t empt to 
develop an objec t ive scientif ic analysis of mean ingfu l cu l tu ra l 
phenomena, no r even in his f i n d i n g the meaning of such phenomena 
th rough analysis of their s t ruc ture , w h i c h is already present in the 
studies o f p r i m i t i v e classifications by D u r k h e i m and such o f his 
fo l lowers as Mauss, Bouglé, H e r t z and Granet . Lévi-Strauss' 
o r i g i n a l i t y consists in the a t t empt to give such a s t ruc tu ra l analysis 
a psychological foundat ion and in the insistence that this foundat ion 
be p rov ided by a r igorous ly r a t iona l , in te l lec tual is t , unconscious. 
This a t tempt purges D u r k h e i m i a n sociology and phi losophy of its 
unacceptable metaphysical and i r ra t iona l i s t impl ica t ions . I t re­
mains to be seen whe the r the s t ruc tura l i sm to w h i c h i t u l t i m a t e l y 
gives rise is any more satisfactory. 
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3 T O W A R D S A S O L U T I O N : L É V I - S T R A U S S , 

M A U S S A N D T H E T H E O R Y O F R E C I P R O C I T Y 

Lévi-Strauss was seeking the most general properties of society in 
o rder to uncover the o r i g i n o f the social in the i n d i v i d u a l . A t the 
same t ime he was seeking to r o o t this general concep t ion in the 
concrete, i n the m i n d o f the i n d i v i d u a l member o f this o r that 
society. He bel ieved he saw such a concept ion, at least in embryo , 
i n the w o r k o f Mauss, w h o m L é v i - S t r a u s s acknowledged i n his 
ear ly w o r k as his 'master ' , 1 4 and to w h o m he la ter dedicated 
Structural Anthropology. 

Mauss ' insistence on the systematic nature of social phenomena 
is expressed in the concept of the ' t o t a l social fact ' : ' H e studies 
each type as a w h o l e , always consider ing it as an in tegra t ive 
c u l t u r a l c o m p l e x . ' 1 5 B u t Mauss ties h imse l f much more closely to 
the concrete than does D u r k h e i m . T h e concept of the ' t o t a l social 
fact ' leads towards a greater respect for the i n t e g r i t y and 
specif ici ty of each par t icu la r society, and so a lesser readiness to 
resort to the reduc t ion i sm of the evo lu t iona ry a rgument to w h i c h 
D u r k h e i m so read i ly had recourse. M o r e o v e r , despite his r e ten t ion 
of the concept of a co l lec t ive psyche, Mauss is m u c h m o r e aware 
than was D u r k h e i m of the need to relate this to the i nd iv idua l 
psychology. I t i s on the basis of a c r i t i c a l reading of Mauss ' theory 
o f r ec ip roc i t y tha t Lév i -S t rauss developed his theory o f the social, 
and i t i s to the development of this t heo ry that I w o u l d n o w l i ke to 
t u r n . 

Lévi -St rauss ' theory of r e c i p r o c i t y was developed in a number 
of theoret ical articles w h i c h he publ ished in 1943 and 1944, w h i c h 
w e r e based l a rge ly on those societies he had v i s i t ed in B r a z i l . 1 6 

O n e p r o b l e m w h i c h is p r o m i n e n t in these art icles, and indeed 
w h i c h dominates Lévi-Strauss ' later w o r k as w e l l , is the p r o b l e m 
o f diffusion. T h e p r o b l e m was one o f exp la in ing apparent ly 
remarkable s imi lar i t ies be tween ins t i tu t ions found in societies as 
far apart as N o r t h and South A m e r i c a , Asia and Oceania . Lévi-
Strauss was opposed to al l kinds of evo lu t iona ry a rgument , such as 
those to w h i c h D u r k h e i m had recourse, unless there was v e r y good 
independent evidence for these arguments. E x p l a n a t i o n in terms 
of ' an te r ior f o r m s ' is on ly acceptable as a last resort , w h e n 
funct iona l exp lana t ion has failed. In the case of one of the societies 
which concerned Lévi-Strauss, the Bororo, their dualistic social 
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organizat ion c o u l d not be exp la ined in evo lu t iona ry terms, as a 
p r i m i t i v e f o r m , because there was clear evidence that this 
organiza t ion de r ived f r o m a m o r e complex cu l tu re . 

L6vi-Strauss was a t t racted to diffusionism, w h i c h he saw as 
being complemen ta ry to func t iona l explana t ion . H o w e v e r he 
argued that, even where there was evidence to suppor t diffusionist 
hypotheses, these were insuff ic ient . T h e question of the p r inc ip le 
under ly ing an i n s t i t u t i on is a d i f fe ren t question f r o m that of its 
origins, as D u r k h e i m h imse l f had c lear ly argued. W h e r e we f ind 
an ins t i tu t ion w h i c h is general, we must exp la in that genera l i ty by 
reference to the general i ty o f its func t ion . Th i s func t i on w i l l be 
revealed by analysis of the fundamental principles of the ins t i tu t ion : 

' I f history, when it is called upon unremi t t ingly (and it must be called upon first) 
cannot y ie ld an answer, then let us appeal to psychology, or the structural analysis 
of forms; let us ask ourselves if internal connections, whether of a psychological or a 
logical nature, w i l l al low us to understand parallel recurrences whose frequency 
and cohesion cannot possibly be the result of chance. . . . External connections can 

explain transmission, but only internal connections can account for persistence.'17 

The c o m m o n pr inc ip le w h i c h was emerg ing f r o m the analysis o f 
a number of apparent ly ve ry d i f fe ren t ins t i tut ions was the pr inc ip le 
of reciprocity. In the articles of 1943 to 1945 Lévi-Strauss finds 
rec iproc i ty t o be the foundat ion o f power , o f dual o rgan iza t ion , o f 
war and commerce , and o f k inship . 

M a r c e l Mauss had already put f o r w a r d a theory of r ec ip roc i t y in 
his essay The Gift. For Lévi-Strauss it is this essay w h i c h inaugurates 
'a new era fo r the social sciences' . 1 8 Mauss found beneath the many 
different forms of the gif t re la t ionship , a c o m m o n factor . T h e gif t 
relat ionship is something o ther than the immedia te g i v i n g of the 
gif t , for one object can be replaced by another w i t h o u t the 
relat ionship be ing affected. T h e g i f t relat ionship is also more than 
the simple sum of its parts, fo r the g i v i n g of a g i f t institutes an 
ob l iga t ion to reciprocate . Mauss saw the key to the re la t ionship in 
this o b l i g a t i o n to reciprocate, and sought to exp la in this ob l iga t ion . 

Mauss observed that the g i f t was imbued w i t h symbol ic 
significance. He noted that the real properties o f the g i f t we re 
un impor tan t , a l l sorts of qui te d i f fe ren t items cou ld const i tute gifts. 
He concluded that the g i f t was v e r y m u c h more than a simple object 
transferred. It was a to ta l social fact w h i c h ins t i t u t ed a social 
relation between individuals or groups and had religious, legal, 
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m o r a l , economic, and aesthetic significance. I t was, f u r t he rmore , a 
b i n d i n g social r e l a t ion w h i c h had the nature of a cont rac t by v i r t ue 
of the o b l i g a t i o n to reciprocate on the par t o f the rec ip ien t . Thus 
Mauss saw in the re la t ion of g i f t exchange the o r i g i n of the social 
cont rac t and so the foundat ion of the re la t ion be tween ind iv idua l 
and society. T h o u g h he made no c l a i m to un iversa l i ty for the 
i n s t i t u t i o n , as Lévi-Strauss was to do, Mauss' conclus ion cou ld be 
that o f L é v i - S t r a u s s too: 

' I t is by opposing reason to emotion. . . that people succeed in substituting alliance, 
gift and commerce for war, isolation and stagnation. . . . Societies have progressed 
in the measure in wh ich they have been able to stabilize their contracts to give, 
receive and repay' . 1 9 

A c c o r d i n g to Lévi-Strauss, Mauss made a serious e r ro r , w h i c h 
has its o r i g i n in his characterist ic emp i r i c i sm . Lévi-Strauss argues 
that Mauss isolates the g i f t - g i v i n g r e l a t i o n f rom the system in w h i c h 
it is inserted. Mauss bel ieved that the g i v i n g of a g i f t instituted a 
system of r e c ip roc i t y , rather than seeing it as being inserted in such a 
system. He cou ld not see beyond the concrete rea l i ty of the re la t ion 
to the system w h i c h lay behind. T h i s l ed h i m to see the o b l i g a t i o n to 
reciprocate as be ing something inherent in the g i f t , f a i l i n g to see 
that the idea o f exchange precedes the i n i t i a l g i v i n g of the g i f t . The 
g i f t is g iven in order to secure an exchange, exchange is no t the result of 
the t h w a r t e d a t t empt to give. 

Thus Mauss expla ined exchange in u l t i m a t e l y i r r a t i o n a l terms, 
the g iv in g of the g i f t set t ing up a psychological tension w h i c h cou ld 
on ly be resolved in an exchange. Th i s theory was unacceptable to 
Lévi-Strauss, seeking as he was a ' super- ra t ional i sm' . Lévi-Strauss' 
o w n theory, h o w e v e r , was s t i l l i n the course o f deve lopment . 

Lév i -S t rauss was, nevertheless, conv inced o f the c e n t r a l i t y o f the 
i n s t i t u t i o n o f r ec ip roc i t y . H i s theore t i ca l apprec ia t ion was en­
dorsed b y his o w n experience. W h i l e l i v i n g w i t h the N a m b i k w a r a 
he experienced an encounter be tween t w o bands. T h e mee t i ng 
was accompanied by an elaborate r i t u a l o f exchange w h i c h lasted 
fo r a number of days and w h i c h served to reconci le the i n i t i a l l y 
hosti le bands to one another. These exchanges w e r e no t pure ly 
symbol ic for , as Lévi-Strauss tells us in some de ta i l , the bands 
depend on this sort of contact for i m p o r t a n t goods. T h i s mee t ing is 
described in Tristes Tropiques, and re fe r red to in many o ther w o r k s . 

This incident provided the material for one of Lévi-Strauss' first 
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theoret ical art icles. In this a r t ic le Lévi-Strauss argued that there is 
an essential c o n t i n u i t y be tween w a r and trade, w h i c h are no t ' t w o 
types of coex i s t ing re la t ion , bu t ra ther t w o opposed and indis­
soluble aspects of one and the same social process'. T h e groups 
which meet b o t h fear and need one another. W h e n they meet an 
elaborate r i t u a l is necessary, i n v o l v i n g symbol ic con f l i c t , in order 
to dissipate the fears and make trade possible. Th i s t rade may even 
go so far as an exchange of w o m e n be tween the groups, so that the 
two groups come to be permanent ly related by mar r i age . Lévi-
Strauss concludes the ar t ic le in t h o r o u g h l y Maussian terms: ' W a r , 
commerce, the system of k inship and the social s t ruc ture must thus 
be studied in i n t i m a t e c o r r e l a t i o n ' . 2 0 

In another a r t i c l e Lévi-Strauss argued that r e c i p r o c i t y underlies 
dual o rgan iza t ion , where the society is o rgan ized i n t o t w o 
moieties, even w h e r e there are relat ions of subord ina t ion , for 
' subordinat ion i t s e l f is rec iproca l : the p r i o r i t y w h i c h is gained by 
one moie ty at one level is lost to the opposite m o i e t y on the 
o ther ' . 2 1 

This idea was developed as the basis of an exchange theory of 
power , f i r s t published in 1944 in the f o r m of an analysis of 
chieftainship in N a m b i k w a r a society, and, by extension, in other 
p r i m i t i v e societies. W h e n r ep r in t ed in 1947 it appeared as a general 
theory o f p o w e r , w i t h the t e r m 'chief ta inship ' replaced by the 
t e rm ' p o w e r ' t h roughou t . M u c h o f this a r t ic le reappears in Tristes 
Tropiques.22 

The theory of p o w e r is, essentially, a funct ional is t theory . 
H o w e v e r , Lév i -S t rauss again objects to that sort o f funct ional 
analysis w h i c h imposes a func t ion on an i n s t i t u t i o n instead of 
discovering that func t ion w i t h i n i t . T h e func t ion can 'be reached 
only t h r o u g h analysis o f the u n d e r l y i n g p r inc ip le o f the i n s t i t u t i o n ' 
( a t yp i ca l l y Gestaltist f o r m u l a t i o n of the concept o f func t ion) . T h e 
reason for l o o k i n g at p o w e r in N a m b i k w a r a society is that 
'precisely on account o f its e x t r e m e impover i shment , N a m b i k w a r a 
po l i t i ca l s t ruc ture lays bare some basic functions w h i c h may 
remain h idden in more c o m p l e x and elaborate systems o f 
government ' . Th i s , of course, is to take i t for granted that the 
' func t ion is a lways and eve rywhe re the same, and can be bet ter 
studied, and m o r e fu l ly unders tood w h e r e i t exists under a simple 
f o r m ' . Th i s i d e n t i t y o f func t ion i s founded in the i d e n t i t y o f the 
human m i n d . 
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T h e group needs a leader to organize their t ravels , to decide on 
expedi t ions, to deal w i t h ne ighbour ing bands, to supervise the 
gardens. B u t the leader does not emerge as a d i rec t response to this 
need of the g roup , the leader is no t moulded by the g roup . T h e 
group, rather , is m o u l d e d by the leader and takes its character 
f r o m h i m . I f the leader is inadequate the group w i l l disperse and 
f i n d new leaders. There is no co l l ec t ive conscience to m o u l d the 
i n d i v i d u a l . 

A l t h o u g h there is a func t iona l need for a leader, this need does 
no t make i t s e l f fe l t d i r ec t ly . Chiefs do not arise because they are 
needed, they arise 'because there are, in any h u m a n group, men 
w h o . . . enjoy prestige for its o w n sake, feel a s t rong appeal to 
responsibi l i ty , and to w h o m the bu rden of publ ic affairs brings its 
o w n r e w a r d . These i nd iv idua l differences are . . . par t of those 
psychological r a w materials ou t o f w h i c h any g iven cu l tu re i s 
made. ' The re is a func t ion , bu t the fu l f i lmen t of this f unc t i on must 
be expla ined in terms o f i n d i v i d u a l , not co l lec t ive , psychology. 
T h e contrast w i t h D u r k h e i m seems clear and del iberate . 

T h e re l a t ion o f p o w e r i s a r e l a t i on o f r ec ip roc i ty . In exchange 
for the burden of his office the N a m b i k w a r a c h i e f i s p r o v i d e d by 
the group w i t h a number of w i v e s . Polygamy is ' the m o r a l and 
sentimental r e w a r d for his heavy duties ' . B u t on top of this real 
exchange of valuables, there is a symbol ic exchange: 

'Consent . . . is at the same time the o r ig in and the l i m i t o f leadership. . . . 
Consent is the psychological basis of leadership, but in daily life it expresses itself 
i n , and is measured by a game of give-and-take played by the chief and his 
followers, and w h i c h brings forth, as a basic attribute of leadership, the notion of 
rec iproci ty . ' 2 3 

This theory o f r ec ip roc i ty was c l ea r ly i n fo rmed no t o n l y by his 
experience a m o n g the N a m b i k w a r a , bu t also in the U n i t e d States. 
Lév i -S t r auss was struck by the democra t ic character o f U n i t e d 
States society, tha t contrasted sharply w i t h the society he had lef t 
behind. For Lév i -S t rauss i t was the p r inc ip le o f r e c i p r o c i t y that 
was the key to the l ibera l democracy of the U n i t e d States. This 
idea i s developed in an a r t ic le w r i t t e n in 1944 in w h i c h Lévi -
Strauss r epor t ed back to the r ecen t ly - l ibe ra ted French on the 
v i r tues o f the i r n e w masters. 2 4 I n this a r t ic le Lév i -S t r auss makes i t 
clear that the p r inc ip l e of r e c i p r o c i t y i s not on ly of use to an 
understanding of'primitive' societies, but it is also the key for the 
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reform o f our o w n society, the m o d e l o f w h i c h i s the U n i t e d 
States. In the U n i t e d States, argues Lévi-St rauss , the p r o b l e m of 
the re la t ion b e t w e e n i nd iv idua l and co l lec t ive is solved t h rough 
the establishment of a r e l a t ion of r e c i p r o c i t y b e t w e e n 'mass' and 
'e l i te ' w h i c h contrasts m a r k e d l y w i t h the r e l a t ion o f subordinat ion 
between i n d i v i d u a l and society that character ized his o w n society. 
This momen t of heady o p t i m i s m d i d no t last l ong as an au thor i t a r i an 
nationalism soon prospered on b o t h sides of the A t l a n t i c . 

In these ear ly articles we can see a theory deve lop ing . Lévi-
Strauss is no t t u r n i n g his back on funct iona l analysis of a 

Durkheimian kind. Trade, co-operation, leadership are all required 
if society is to be able to satisfy the material needs of its members. 
These societal functions are a l l f u l f i l l e d by d i f fe ren t modal i t ies of 
t he ins t i tu t ion , the fundamental social re la t ion , o f r e c i p r o c i t y . B u t 

the argument so far is incomplete. For Lévi-Strauss the functional 
argument cannot stand on its own. Society exists not, as Durkheim 

might have argued, because i t creates its o w n condi t ions of 
existence, bu t because these are par t of the 'psychologica l r a w 
materials ou t o f w h i c h any g iven cu l tu re i s made ' . 2 5 T h e funct ional 
analysis must be roo ted in the i n d i v i d u a l psychology. 

A l t h o u g h the s ta r t ing po in t of the analysis is the ma t e r i a l needs 
of the society, the r e c i p r o c i t y w h i c h emerges does no t take the 
f o r m o f a u t i l i t a r i a n cont rac t , for the psychologica l roots o f 
rec iproc i ty g ive the r e l a t ion a symbol ic d imension . Hence the 
re la t ion of r e c i p r o c i t y is a t o t a l social fact, encompassing bo th 
mater ia l and symbol ic interdependence be tween the members of 
society, and roo ted , in the last analysis, in the unconscious m i n d . 

Taken i n d i v i d u a l l y these ear ly articles t reat o f d i f ferent 
inst i tut ions as expressions of a c o m m o n pr inc ip le , the pr inc ip le of 
rec iproc i ty . W h e n we take the articles together , however , i t 
seems clear that Lévi-Strauss does no t see r e c i p r o c i t y as one 
pr incip le a m o n g others, but ra ther as the key to society, as its 
cond i t i on o f existence. I t i s the r e l a t ion o f r e c i p r o c i t y w h i c h 
integrates the i nd iv idua l i n t o society, w h i c h makes the human a 
social an imal . In seeking the psychological o r ig ins o f par t icu lar 
expressions of r ec ip roc i t y Lévi-Strauss is seeking those propert ies 
o f the m i n d w h i c h make society possible and w h i c h define humans 
as social beings. I t is the nature of the m i n d w h i c h lies a t the r o o t of 
r ec ip roc i ty , and not an o b l i g a t i o n imposed f r o m w i t h o u t . T h e 

conditions of possibility of reciprocity, which are the conditions of 
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existence of society itself, take the f o r m of psychologica l a prioris. 
These psychologica l propert ies cannot, therefore, be expla ined 
genet ical ly , as D u r k h e i m sought to expla in t hem, as emergent 
propert ies w h i c h belong to society, for they are the s ta r t ing poin t 
f r o m w h i c h sociology must begin . 

Th i s t heo ry , ou t l ined in the ear ly articles, is more fu l ly 
developed in The Elementary Structures of Kinship. As we shall see in 
the nex t chapter , The Elementary Structures is based on a concept ion 
of r e c i p r o c i t y as a re la t iona l , or s t ruc tura l , p r i n c i p l e , w h i c h is 
p r i o r to any ins t i t u t iona l i za t ion of r ec ip roc i ty and p r i o r to the 
elements w h i c h are related by r e c i p r o c i t y . R e c i p r o c i t y exemplif ies 
the immanence of relation, for i t is f r o m the beg inn ing a re la t ional 
p r inc ip le . Th i s re la t ion is p r i o r to the concrete ma te r i a l on w h i c h 
i t is imposed and so its immanence is founded in the m i n d w h i c h 
imposes i t . Thus the no t ion of r e c i p r o c i t y , for Lévi-Strauss , makes 
i t possible to exp la in the social r e l a t ion , and m o r e general ly the 
social s t ruc ture , by reference, no t to a col lec t ive conscience, but to 
the i nd iv idua l unconscious. 

4 F R O M T H E T H E O R Y O F R E C I P R O C I T Y T O 

THE ELEMENTARY STRUCTURES 
In his earliest theore t ica l w r i t i n g s Lévi-Strauss used the pr inc ip le 
of r ec ip roc i ty , der ived f r o m Mauss, to expla in a series of social 
ins t i tut ions w h i c h had apparent ly diverse or ig ins , diverse social 
functions and diverse i n s t i t u t i ona l forms. T h e p r inc ip l e of re­
c i p r o c i t y p layed a dual ro le in these early articles. As a p r inc ip le of 
an thropologica l explana t ion the p r inc ip l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y p rov ided 
a w a y of e x p l a i n i n g these d i f ferent social ins t i tu t ions w i t h o u t 
having recourse to sociological or evo lu t ionary reduc t ion ism. 

We have seen the problems of a sociological reduc t ion ism: by 
m a k i n g the s t ruc tu ra l f r a m e w o r k o f society s t r i c t l y p r i o r to the 
existence of social individuals i t is unable to exp la in the or ig ins and 
development o f this s t ructure in the a c t i v i t y o f human beings. The 
s t ructure is thus a se l f - regula t ing metaphysical r ea l i t y . This is 
w h y sociologism is so often associated w i t h evo lu t i on i sm: since i t 
cannot exp la in the origins of the social s tructure by reference to 
the a c t i v i t y o f human individuals , i t explains the ex i s t i ng social 
s t ructure in terms of previous states of the social s t ruc ture in an 
infinite historical regression, so arranging all societies in an 
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evolu t ionary series that is i nven ted in order to conceal the gaps in 
the theory. Because this e v o l u t i o n a r y series unfolds w i t h o u t any 
human i n t e r v e n t i o n its development w i l l supposedly be governed 
by universal h i s to r i ca l laws o f succession. Th i s k i n d o f his tor ic is t 
explanat ion therefore replaces the spatial d ivers i ty of societies by 
a temporal succession in w h i c h the s impler societies are mere ly 
anterior forms o f the more c o m p l e x . 

For Lévi-Strauss the p r inc ip l e of r ec ip roc i t y overcomes these 
problems, w i t h the i r unfor tuna te ideologica l consequences, be-
cause i t i s loca ted in the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d . B u t the p r inc ip le o f 
rec iproci ty also avoids the dangers of psychologism. T h e p r o b l e m 
w i t h a psychologica l r educ t ion i sm is that i t is unable to recognize 
that social ins t i tu t ions have ob jec t ive s t ruc tura l proper t ies that are 
logical ly p r i o r t o the act iv i t ies o f i nd iv idua l psychological 
subjects: for example , the exchange of goods takes place w i t h i n a 
social f r a m e w o r k that is p r i o r to the i nd iv idua l act of exchange. 
just as evo lu t i on i sm reduces the d ivers i ty of social forms by 
assimilating t h e m to a single h i s to r i ca l sequence, so psychologism 
reduces that d ive r s i t y by e x p l a i n i n g a l l societies as expressions of 
the same psychology. 

Al ready in 1945, in an a r t i c le devoted to the w o r k o f 
Wes te rmarck , Lévi-Strauss had dist inguished a psychological 
reduc t ion i sm, w h i c h he r o u n d l y condemned, f r o m a concern w i t h 
'permanent h u m a n i t y ' , the b e l i e f in a 'psychologica l constant ' 
w h i c h i s ' bo th the foundat ion and the great o r i g i n a l i t y of the w o r k 
of W e s t e r m a r c k ' . T h e psychologica l constant is that capacity 
w h i c h makes us human, and so w h i c h we al l have in c o m m o n . On 
this basis h u m a n i t y has b u i l t a d ivers i ty of ins t i tu t ions w h i c h is 
i r reducible , w h e t h e r by a crude psychologism or by a crude 
f u n c t i o n a l i s m . 2 6 I n recogniz ing the d ivers i ty o f h u m a n societies, 
therefore, Lévi-Strauss insists that he fu l ly recognizes the 
autonomy of society. The social and the psychologica l are, for 
Lévi -S t rauss , inseparable. T h e i nd iv idua l can o n l y exist in 
society, bu t society only has any effect ive rea l i ty in the i nd iv idua l 
psyche. 

T h e founda t ion o f the p r inc ip l e o f r ec ip roc i t y i n the generic 
unconscious enables Lévi-Strauss to steer a m i d d l e course that 
avoids the dangers of bo th psychologism and sociologism in 
recogniz ing the psychological , bu t object ive , founda t ion of social 
institutions. This in turn means that Lévi-Strauss does not have to 
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in t roduce gra tui tous e v o l u t i o n a r y hypotheses to account for the 
or igins o f social structures. 

In terms o f the phi losophical problems that con f ron ted Lév i -
Strauss the ear ly articles, taken together, show us that the 
p r inc ip le o f r e c i p r o c i t y had m u c h more than a technica l an thro­
pologica l significance for L é v i - S t r a u s s . The p r i n c i p l e o f r ec ip roc i t y 
was a p r inc ip l e that p r o v i d e d the key to the h idden , unconscious, 
and objec t ive meaning of a range of social ins t i tu t ions . I t was a 
p r inc ip le that made possible an o rde r ly and harmonious social 
existence by resolving conf l ic ts a t a l l levels of society. I t was, 
moreover , a p r inc ip l e that was conspicuously l a c k i n g in Lévi-
Strauss' natal society, a p r i n c i p l e whose absence was the source of 
the conf l i c t and intolerance endemic in that society. 

T h e p r i n c i p l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y provides the t rue mean ing o f al l 
social ins t i tu t ions , i t is the ideal against w h i c h a l l ins t i tut ions 
should be measured, bu t it is a meaning that is no t necessarily 
consciously exper ienced by the part icipants in those ins t i tu t ions , 
nor one that is immed ia t e ly apparent to the anthropologis ts w h o 
study them. It is an objec t ive and unconscious mean ing that can 
on ly be found i f we l ook beh ind the subjective and apparent 
meaning. T h e theory of r e c i p r o c i t y is therefore also a theory of the 
objec t ive mean ing of social ins t i tu t ions , i t is a c r i t i c a l phi losophical 
theory that looks behind appearances to f ind a t rue r r ea l i ty . 

T h e p r i n c i p l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y ties together Lév i -S t rauss ' funda­
menta l phi losophical concerns and his par t icu lar an thropolog ica l 
studies. In b o t h cases he is seeking to show that the foundat ion of 
society, or a t least of an o r d e r l y and harmonious society in w h i c h 
human beings can be t rue to the i r o w n nature, is to be found in the 
unconscious p r inc ip l e of r e c i p r o c i t y that gives to social existence 
its t r u l y human meaning. 

It is this dual concern that mot iva tes The Elementary Structures of 
Kinship, for i t is kinship that provides the basic pr inciples of social 
o rgan iza t ion in so-called ' p r i m i t i v e ' , non- l i t e ra te , or classless 
societies. The Elementary Structures represents the r ea l i za t ion of the 
a m b i t i o n of the theory of r e c i p r o c i t y to p rov ide a general theory 
of society. Whereas in the ear l ier articles Lévi -S t rauss in t roduced 
the p r inc ip le to exp la in pa r t i cu la r inst i tut ions in par t icu lar 
societies, in The Elementary Structures he develops the p r inc ip le in to 
a theory of the possibi l i ty of society itself: r e c i p r o c i t y is no t s imply 
at the foundation of a particular institution, the institution of the 
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kinship system, r e c i p r o c i t y i s the v e r y cond i t i on of possibi l i ty o f 
soc ie ty , the c o n d i t i o n w i t h o u t w h i c h society c o u l d no t exist, the 
cond i t ion whose emergence marks the emergence o f society ou t o f 
nature. 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship is a w o r k that can be read on a 
number of d i f fe ren t levels. Super f ic ia l ly i t is a technica l an th ro ­
pological study of the kinship systems of a range of non- l i t e ra te 
societies, specif ical ly of those societies that regulate marr iage 
posi t ively, t h r o u g h a rule that tells members of the society w h i c h 
categories of people they must m a r r y (as opposed to societies l i ke 
our o w n that regulate marr iage negat ive ly by p rosc r ib ing marr iage 
w i t h cer ta in categories of people, such as near k i n ) . T h e p r inc ip le 
of r ec ip roc i t y is the basis of this study since Lévi-Strauss' 
argument i s that the w h o l e c o m p l e x of ins t i tu t ions o f kinship and 
marriage can be expla ined as a funct ional apparatus designed 
(unconsciously) to regulate mar r i age systematical ly as an exchange 
of w o m e n be tween social groups. 

H o w e v e r , the exchange of w o m e n i s not , fo r Lévi -S t rauss , 
s imply one exchange among others, and the ins t i tu t ions of kinship 

are not s imply one set of ins t i tu t ions among others. T h e exchange 
of w o m e n i s the most fundamental expression of the p r inc ip le of 
rec iproc i ty w i t h o u t w h i c h society is impossible. Thus the 
m o t i v a t i o n for the theory of k insh ip i s not s imply an thropolog ica l , 
lor the p r i n c i p l e o f r e c ip roc i t y , universal p r inc ip l e o f systems o f 
kinship, is also, and more fundamental ly , the cond i t i on of 
possibili ty o f society. T h e p r inc ip l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y i s universal , that 
universal i ty be ing indicated by the supposed un ive r sa l i ty of the 
incest p r o h i b i t i o n that marks the d i v i d i n g l ine be tween nature and 
cul ture . Th i s un iversa l i ty is an expression of the universa l func t ion 
that r e c i p r o c i t y fulf i ls . Hence the study of k inship phenomena is 
the means to discover sc ient i f ica l ly the founda t ion of human 
society and the t rue meaning of human social existence. 
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IV. The Elementary Structures of Kinship 
The Elementary Structures of Kinship marks the f u l l development of 
L é v i - S t r a u s s ' theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y and the po in t o f t rans i t ion t o 
his specif ical ly ' s t ruc tura l i s t ' human phi losophy and theory of 
cul ture and society. The phi losophica l , me thodo log ica l , and 
theoret ical impl ica t ions of The Elementary Structures are no t b rough t 
out e x p l i c i t l y in that w o r k , bu t i t i s nevertheless the insights that 
Lévi-Strauss be l ieved that he had achieved in the study of kinship 
that are the foundat ion of his s t ruc tura l i sm and of those that he has 
inspired. The Elementary Structures therefore mer i t s our close 
a t tent ion. 

Lévi-Strauss' s t ruc tura l i sm is a phi losophy, a theory and a 
method that offers i t se l f to the h u m a n sciences no t on ly on the basis 
of a phi losophical c l a im to have achieved a p r i v i l e g e d insight in to 
the nature of human i ty , but more fundamental ly on the basis of its 
scientific achievements. In order to evaluate Lévi-Strauss ' struc­
tura l i sm i t is, therefore, necessary to come to gr ips w i t h the 
an thropologica l investigations that i t has inspired, most notably 
Lév i -S t r auss ' v e r y detailed explora t ions o f k inship systems and o f 
the m y t h o l o g y o f non- l i te ra te peoples. 

The study of kinship, as of m y t h , is a ve ry specialized f ie ld and 
many of the issues raised by Lévi-Strauss ' w o r k are v e r y technical , 
often hanging on the precise i n t e rp re t a t i on of ambiguous e thno­
graphic data. In a book such as this it w o u l d be t r y i n g the reader's 
patience to enter in to these technical i t ies , and ye t Lévi-Strauss 
constantly insists that his theories be subjected to o n l y one test: the 
test of the evidence. For tuna te ly for the reader i t is possible to 
out l ine a n eva lua t ion o f L é v i - S t r a u s s ' theory o f k inship w i t h o u t 
conf ron t ing the ethnographic data. On the one hand, a naive 
in te rpre ta t ion of Lévi-Strauss ' theory is so pa ten t ly and u n ­
ambiguously falsif ied by the e thnographic data that it is unnecessary 
to consider the la t te r in de ta i l . On the other hand, in order to 
reconcile his theory w i t h data that appears to con t rad ic t i t Lévi-
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Strauss introduces a series of me thodo log ica l and conceptual 
devices that depr ive the theory of any substantive content , and so 
make i t s t r i c t l y unfalsifiable. 

In a rgu ing tha t Lévi-Strauss ' analyses are unsat isfactory because 
they are unfalsif iable I do no t w a n t to iden t i fy m y s e l f w i t h the 
Popper ian phi losophy of science, according to w h i c h a theory is 
on ly a l l o w e d to c l a im scient i f ic status i f i t i s able to generate 
e m p i r i c a l predict ions that can be falsified expe r imen ta l l y . Th i s 
phi losophy has been w i d e l y c r i t i c i z e d on a n u m b e r of grounds. 
F i rs t ly , on the phi losophical grounds that i t is no t possible to define 
in any absolute sense ei ther w h a t is an emp i r i ca l p r ed i c t i on or 
w h a t cou ld consti tute the fa ls i f ica t ion of such a p red ic t ion . 
Secondly, on the more p ragmat ic grounds that i t imposes unduly 
res t r ic t ive condi t ions o n the kinds o f theory that i t w i l l pe rmi t . 

In condemning Lévi-Strauss' theory as unfals if iable I use the 
t e r m m u c h m o r e loosely than does Popper, b o t h in the c r i t e r i a for 
fa l s i f i ab i l i ty and in the r i g i d i t y w i t h w h i c h they are applied. I do 
no t believe it is necessary to espouse a Popper ian prescr ipt ive 
pos i t iv i sm to believe that a theory that has scient i f ic pretensions 
must ei ther have some e m p i r i c a l content or have an i n t u i t i v e 
appeal that m i g h t lead us to expect that i t can u l t i m a t e l y be g iven 
some e m p i r i c a l content. In this chapter I shall argue that Lévi-
Strauss' t heo ry of kinship has no s ignif icant e m p i r i c a l content , and, 
moreover , is c o u n t e r - i n t u i t i v e so that there is no reason to believe 
that i t cou ld ever be g iven any content . 

I f a theory is to have any e m p i r i c a l content i t must t e l l us 
something about the w o r l d . In t e l l i n g us w h a t the w o r l d i s l ike thr 
theory must also t e l l us w h a t the w o r l d is not l i k e , and so to have 
any emp i r i ca l content the theory must be inconsistent w i t h at least 
some states of the w o r l d , in o ther w o r d s i t must be falsifiable, a t 
least in p r i nc ip l e . Lévi-St rauss ' t heory of k inship i s no t falsifiable 
because i t is consistent w i t h any possible set of data. Lévi-Strauss ' 
theories do no t t e l l us any th ing about the f o r m or the opera t ion of 
the kinship systems that we can f i n d in actual ly ex i s t i ng societies, 
w h a t they do is to reduce these systems to abstract models that are 
supposedly loca ted in the unconscious and supposedly under l ie and 
give meaning to the systems that are observed on the g round . Thus 
his theories t e l l us not about the w o r l d , but about the meanings 
imposed on the w o r l d by an unconscious. 

There is nothing objectionable in itself about the introduction of 
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the concept of the unconscious. The re is no doubt that a theory of 
the unconscious can be g iven s ignif icant emp i r i ca l content either i f 
the unconscious provides a l i n k be tween an ascertainable past and 
the present so that t yp ica l unconscious format ions that under l ie 
con temporary forms of behaviour are associated w i t h typ ica l past 
experiences, or i f that w h i c h is a t one m o m e n t unconscious can, 
through analysis, become conscious so that the unconscious is 
merely a submerged consciousness. 

A l t h o u g h the prac t ica l eva lua t ion o f psychoanalyt ic theories 
poses enormous me thodo log ica l and conceptual problems, there is 
no doubt that w h e n p rope r ly fo rmu la t ed such theories do have 
empi r i ca l content because they p rov ide d i rec t or i n d i r e c t access to 
the unconscious. H o w e v e r Lévi-Strauss ' use of the concept does 
not p rov ide for this possibi l i ty . On the one hand, the unconscious is 
preformed and so cannot be re la ted to any expe r i en t i a l past. On 
the o ther hand, the meanings tha t Lévi-Strauss a t t r ibutes to the 
unconscious do not coincide w i t h , and i n some cases f l a t ly 
contradic t , the conscious meanings that par t ic ipants a t t r ibu te to 
their systems of k inship . 

For Lévi-Strauss the unconscious has a neuro log ica l foundat ion, 
i t is the concept that mediates be tween m i n d and m a t t e r ( w h i c h is 
w h y i t can p e r f o r m al l its Car tes ian t r icks) , bu t since the pract ical 
and conceptual problems i n v o l v e d in i d e n t i f y i n g the neuro logica l 
substratum of thought are, to say the least, immense, even 
reference to neu ro logy cannot rea l i s t ica l ly be expec ted to p rov ide 
the theory w i t h any empi r i ca l content . Thus there is no evidence, 
and no possible evidence, that w o u l d lead us to bel ieve that Lévi-
Strauss' t heory has in fact uncovered an ob jec t ive unconscious 
meaning. 

A theory tha t is w i t h o u t e m p i r i c a l content , or even one that is 
systematically falsif ied, is no t necessarily w i t h o u t scient i f ic value. 
I t may be that the theory can be m o d i f i e d and developed in order 
to p rov ide a m u c h more f r u i t f u l account. A l t h o u g h Lévi-Strauss ' 
theory of k insh ip is c o u n t e r - i n t u i t i v e , in the sense that i t claims 
that the t rue mean ing of systems of kinship i s qui te d i f fe ren t f r o m 
the meaning such systems have for the i r par t ic ipants , i t may be 
that his theory cou ld be developed to p rov ide a coherent analysis 
of an objec t ive meaning of k inship systems that does not invo lve 
gratuitous reference to an inaccessible unconscious, bu t rather that 
finds the ' ob j ec t i ve ' meaning of k inship systems i m m a n e n t in the 
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systems themselves. Th i s is the d i r ec t i on in w h i c h Lévi-Strauss ' 
w o r k has been developed by an thropolog ica l s t ruc tura l i sm. I t is, 
however , a development that has p roved no m o r e f r u i t f u l than has 
L é v i - S t r a u s s ' o w n theory . 

In this chapter I in tend to examine Lévi-Strauss ' theory of 
kinship before m o v i n g on in the nex t chapter to consider the later 
developments inspired by Lévi -S t rauss ' w o r k . 

1 . T H E G E N E R A L T H E O R Y O F R E C I P R O C I T Y 

a) The general theory of reciprocity and the prohibition of 
incest 
The Elementary Structures of Kinship offers us t w o d i f fe ren t theories 
w h i c h , a l though related, can be dist inguished f r o m one another. 
T h e general theory of reciprocity seeks to establish tha t the p r inc ip le of 
r e c i p r o c i t y is the cond i t i on of poss ibi l i ty of society and so must have 
a universal , and unconscious, psychological o r i g i n . T h e theory of 
kinship seeks to show that a range of ins t i tu t ions of kinship and 
marr iage express this p r inc ip le of r ec ip roc i t y and so, a t least in n o n -
l i tera te societies, provide the f r a m e w o r k o f society. In this part o f 
the chapter I shall look at the general theory of r e c i p r o c i t y before 
m o v i n g on to the theory o f k inship in the nex t par t . 

In order to establish the status o f the pr inc ip le o f r e c i p r o c i t y Lév i -
Strauss has to establish empirically that r e c i p r o c i t y is indeed 
universal , and he has to establish theoretically tha t no society cou ld 
exist w i t h o u t r ec ip roc i ty . Lévi-Strauss tries to establish the 
un iversa l i ty of r ec ip roc i ty by r e l a t ing i t to the supposed univers­
a l i t y o f the p r o h i b i t i o n o f incest. Lév i -S t r aus s then proceeds t o t ry 
to establish the necessity of r e c i p r o c i t y by r e f e r r i n g i n i t i a l l y to the 
sociological requi rement that society regulate the d i s t r i bu t i on of 
scarce resources, and later by re fe r r ing to the psychological 
func t ion of symbol ic exchange as a w a y of responding to a 
psychological need for secur i ty . I t is f r o m the la t t e r argument 
about the psychological func t ion o f r ec ip roc i t y tha t Lév i -S t rauss 
proceeds to establish his theory of the unconscious as c o n d i t i o n of 
possibi l i ty o f r ec ip roc i ty , and so o f society. 

Lévi -S t rauss attempts to establish the un iversa l i ty of r ec ip roc i t y 
by re la t ing i t to the supposedly universal incest p r o h i b i t i o n that 
marks the d i v i d i n g l ine be tween nature and cu l tu re . Th i s 
argument is of some significance because it provides a close link 
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backwards to Freud, whose Totem and Taboo undoub ted ly inspired 
the argument , and a l i n k fo rwards to Lacan, w h o re in tegra ted 
L é v i - S t r a u s s ' vers ion of the t heo ry in to psychoanalysis. For Lévi -
Strauss the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest is the ' fundamental step because of 
w h i c h , by w h i c h , but above a l l in w h i c h , the t rans i t ion f r o m 
nature to cu l tu re is accompl ished ' . 1 

L é v i - S t r a u s s cri t icizes ex i s t i ng theories o f the p r o h i b i t i o n o f 
incest for the i r fai lure to account for this dual character of the 
p r o h i b i t i o n . I t is nei ther pure ly natura l , nor pu re ly cu l tu ra l , nor a 
bit o f nature and a b i t o f cu l tu re , i t i s the po in t o f t rans i t ion f r o m 
one to the o ther . 

Lévi -S t rauss then introduces his o w n in t e rp re t a t ion . T h e 
p r o h i b i t i o n of incest i s the ru le w h i c h asserts the p r imacy of 
cul ture in sexual matters. T h e impor tance of the ru le i s not w h a t i t 
jorbids, bu t w h a t it compels: 

'The prohibi t ion on the sexual use of a daughter or a sister compels them to be 
given in marriage to another man, and at the same time it establishes a right to the 
daughter or sister of this other man. . . . Like exogamy, w h i c h is its widened 
social application, the prohibition of incest is a rule of reciprocity. . . . The content of the 
prohibition is not exhausted by the fact of the prohibition: the latter is instituted only in order to 
guarantee and establish, directly or indirectly, immediately or mediately, an exchange'.2 

So we f ind that the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest is the other side of 
exchange. I f the w o m a n i s fo rb idden to her o w n group , then she 
must be of fe red to another. T h e un iversa l i ty of the incest 
p r o h i b i t i o n is no t s ignif icant in itself, i t is s ignif icant as an index of 
the un ive r sa l i ty of r e c ip roc i t y . H o w e v e r the a rgument is, to say 
the least, unconv inc ing . 

In the f irs t place, as many have poin ted out , the p r o h i b i t i o n of 
incest is a rule that governs sexual relations w h i l e the rule of 
r ec ip roc i ty governs marr iage . A l t h o u g h these rules may be qui te 
closely re la ted to one another they may be m a r k e d l y different in 
extension. Lévi-Strauss ' a rgument is that ' the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest 
establishes m u t u a l dependency be tween famil ies , compe l l i ng 
them, in o rder to perpetuate themselves, to g ive rise to n e w 
fami l ies ' , 3 hence at most the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest imposes f a m i l y 
exogamy, and it is on ly in the loosest sense tha t this implies 
r ec ip roc i ty . 

A second argument questions the un iversa l i ty of the p r o h i b i t i o n 
of incest. It is true that every society has a set of rules that govern 
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sexual relat ions, but these rules v a r y enormously f r o m society to 
society, b o t h in extension and in cu l tu ra l s ignificance, to the 
extent that in some societies incest is a misdemeanor barely w o r t h 
c o m m e n t i n g on . W h a t is universa l , then, is not the content of the 
p r o h i b i t i o n but rather the fact that there are rules of some k i n d 
regu la t ing sexual relations be tween k i n . In this sense the p r o h i b i ­
t i o n of incest is no more universa l than is, f o r example, the 
regu la t ion of table manners. T h e p r o h i b i t i o n of incest i s rea l ly a 
red h e r r i n g , for the r egu la t ion of marr iage is i t s e l f universal , and 
marr iage universa l ly relates indiv iduals and groups. 

T h e most impor t an t weakness of Lévi -St rauss ' a rgument i s in 
the a t tempt to establish the necessity of r ec ip roc i t y on the basis of its 
supposed universality. The re is no reason w h y c u l t u r a l phenomena 
should not be universal , hence no j u s t i f i c a t i on fo r i den t i fy ing the 
universal w i t h the na tura l . W h i l e i t i s t rue that the cond i t i on o f 
possibi l i ty o f society w i l l be universal , i t is not necessarily the case 
that any th ing w h i c h is b o t h universa l and a par t of cu l tu re w i l l be 
ei ther na tu ra l , or a c o n d i t i o n of possibi l i ty of society. An a priori 
can never be revealed e m p i r i c a l l y , but o n l y by means of 
theore t ica l argument , for o n l y theore t ica l a rgument can separate 
the con t ingen t ly universal , that w i t h o u t w h i c h society does not 
exist , f r o m the necessarily universa l , that w i t h o u t w h i c h society 
cannot exis t . 

b) The social function of reciprocity 
Lévi-Strauss offers t w o such theoret ica l arguments for the 
necessity of r ec ip roc i ty . T h e f i rs t , sociological , a rgument is a 
hangover f r o m the earl ier analyses of r ec ip roc i t y and need not 
detain us for l ong . It is the a rgument that r e c i p r o c i t y functions to 
d is t r ibute resources, and in pa r t i cu la r w o m e n , among social 
groups. It is an argument that refers, therefore, to real exchanges 
be tween corpora te groups, and no t to symbol ic exchanges alone, 
and it is an a rgument that on ly appears in the first chapters of The 
Elementary Structures. 

R e c i p r o c i t y is required in o rde r to overcome problems caused 
b y the inequa l i ty o f d i s t r i b u t i o n o f w o m e n . W o m e n are valuables, 
needed to w o r k and to produce valuable ch i ld ren . Problems arise 
because of 'a deep polygamous tendency, w h i c h exists among a l l 
m e n ' . 4 Society, therefore, needs to take in hand the d i s t r i b u t i o n of 
these valuables and not leave the latter to chance or to individual 
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selfishness. Hence r e c i p r o c i t y expresses the supremacy of the 
group in the d i s t r i b u t i o n o f valuables. 

This a rgument is no t w e l l developed in The Elementary Structures. 
Aga in the quest ion is that of the universality and necessity of this 
funct ion . Its un iversa l i ty is c lear ly no t absolute, for societies can 
exist w i t h v e r y unequal d is t r ibut ions o f w o m e n . M o r e o v e r , 
r ec ip roc i t y is no t , in itself, a distributive mechanism at al l : it is a 
mechanism of circulation, and c i r c u l a t i o n can on ly take place once 
resources have been d is t r ibu ted . 

T h e mar r i age rules w i t h w h i c h Lévi-St rauss i s concerned in The 
Elementary Structures do not inc lude any quan t i t a t ive specif icat ion, 
they s imply t e l l a man w h e r e he should go to find a w i f e . Hence the 
appl ica t ion o f these rules w i l l have no effect on the d i s t r i bu t i on o f 
w o m e n . For example, a man w h o has more than his share of sons 
w i l l be able to secure more than his share o f daughte rs - in - law. I n 
general, therefore , the d i s t r i b u t i o n of w o m e n is unaffected by the 
rules of mar r i age , a l though i t is possible on occasion fo r there to be 
red is t r ibu t ive mechanisms, such as a b r ide-pr ice system, added to 
the rule o f marr iage . 

I t is, therefore , not clear w h a t is universal about the red i s t r ibu­
t ive func t ion , and nor do the rules w h i c h Lévi-Strauss studies in 
fact effect a r ed i s t r ibu t ion . F ina l ly , a l though every society must 
have some mechanism for d i s t r i b u t i n g its products , the f o r m of this 
mechanism w i l l va ry f r o m society to society. M o r e o v e r , i t i s qui te 
possible that a society whose surv iva l m i g h t o therwise be 
prejudiced by the existence of inequalit ies cou ld develop al terna­
tive mechanisms to r ed i s t r ibu t ive ones w h i c h c o u l d ma in t a in 
social cohesion w i t h o u t af fec t ing inequal i ty (as has our o w n ) . 
Hence there are no grounds for d e r i v i n g a universal funct ion f r o m 
a need to regulate d i s t r i b u t i o n for the la t te r has no substantive 
universal content . 

c) Towards a psychological theory of reciprocity 
In the course of The Elementary Structures the a rgument changes. It is 
no longer its supposed d i s t r i bu t ive effects w h i c h makes r ec ip roc i ty 
the c o n d i t i o n o f possibil i ty o f society, but ra ther its symbol ic 
value. A f t e r the first few chapters exchange is seen as an 
in s t i t u t ion whose significance is pure ly symbol ic so that by the end 
of the book i t has become a system of c o m m u n i c a t i o n rather than a 
system of distribution of values. Conflict over distribution has 
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been replaced by a conf l ic t w h i c h has a psychologica l o r i g i n and so 
a symbol ic solut ion. T h e need for exchange is i m p l i c i t l y g iven an 
exc lus ive ly psychological and no t a sociological foundat ion . Th i s 
development fo l lows the i n t r o d u c t i o n of the m i n d as the foundat ion 
o f exchange. 

Lévi-Strauss argued i n i t i a l l y that r e c i p r o c i t y expresses the 
supremacy o f the group i n the d i s t r i b u t i o n o f valuables. H o w e v e r , 
the demands of the group do not make themselves immed ia t e ly 
effect ive fo r Lévi-Strauss, as they do for D u r k h e i m , for the group 
has no existence independent ly of its i nd iv idua l members . Hence, 
a l though he i n i t i a l l y gives a socio logica l answer to the question of 
w h y r e c i p r o c i t y should be the c o n d i t i o n o f poss ib i l i ty o f society, 
the fact of r ec ip roc i t y must be expla ined by reference to the 
i n d i v i d u a l psychology. R e c i p r o c i t y is, therefore, nei ther imposed 
by an ex t e rna l au tho r i ty , nor consciously adopted, it emerges as a 
spontaneous response of the i n d i v i d u a l to his coexistence w i t h 
others: 

' I f it is objected that such reasoning is too abstract and ar t i f ic ia l to have occurred 
at a very p r imi t ive human level, it is sufficient to note that the result, which is all 
that counts, does not suppose any formal reasoning but simply the spontaneous 
resolution of those psycho-social pressures which are the immediate facts of 
collective l i f e . ' 5 

F r o m his v e r y earliest theore t ica l articles Lévi-Strauss was 
searching for a satisfactory psychological exp lana t ion of re­
c i p r o c i t y , and since this is the cornerstone of the en t i re theory, and 
u l t i m a t e l y of Lévi-Strauss ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm as a w h o l e , his theory 
cou ld no t be regarded as comple te u n t i l he had achieved such an 
explana t ion . T h e p r o b l e m was that none of the psychological 
theories that w e r e available to Lévi-Strauss w e r e at a l l adequate. 

The Elementary Structures is o f ten presented as the appl ica t ion of 
the theories and methods of s t ruc tura l l inguist ics to systems of 
kinship. G i v e n the impac t w h i c h his d iscovery o f l inguistics 
subsequently had on Lévi-Strauss ' thought , i t is surpris ing that 
there are f e w signs of that impac t in The Elementary Structures. Lévi-
Strauss came i n t o contact w i t h l inguist ics t h r o u g h R o m a n Jakob-
son, w h o m he met in N e w Y o r k in late 1941, and whose lectures he 
attended in 1942-3 . Lévi-Strauss began w r i t i n g The Elementary 
Structures in 1943, a l though m u c h of the research had already been 
done by then, and completed it at the beginning of 1947. However 
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I t was no t u n t i l 'about 1944' tha t he became conv inced of the 
s imi la r i ty o f 'rules o f marr iage and descent' and 'those p reva i l ing 
in l inguis t ics ' . 

Lévi -S t rauss ' f irst publ ished w o r k to be t ray the l inguis t ic 
inspira t ion, an ar t ic le in Word in 1945 r e p r i n t e d in Structural 
Anthropology, and much-quo ted since, e x p l i c i t l y denies that the 
method can be appl ied to te rminologies , the subject -mat ter of The 
Elementary Structures, app ly ing i t instead to the system of attitudes, 
to w h i c h a projec ted t h i r d v o l u m e of kinship studies was to be 
devoted. In an ar t ic le of 1946 on 'French Soc io logy ' l inguist ics is 
s t i l l not especially p r iv i l eged , 'phi losophy, psychology, h is tory , 
e t c ' be ing p i cked out as the complementa ry disciplines in an 
appeal for sociology to t u r n to more concrete studies. 6 

In The Elementary Structures the significance of l inguist ics is on ly 
specifically no ted in the conc lud ing chapter, w h e r e the c o m ­
parison be tween w o m e n and words i s i n t roduced . T h e on ly 
theore t ica l ly signif icant reference to l inguist ics in the bu lk of the 
book (pp . 9 3 - 4 ) makes a p o i n t w h i c h has already been in t roduced 
by reference to gestalt psychology (pp. 8 9 - 9 0 ) . W h a t e v e r the 
' theore t ica l i n sp i r a t ion ' o w e d to Jakobson and acknowledged in 
the Preface, there i s ve ry l i t t l e sign of the inf luence of l inguistics in 
The Elementary Structures. 

The obvious source for a psychological theory that cou ld 
expla in the psychic or igins o f r e c i p r o c i t y w o u l d be Freud w h o had 
already p r o v i d e d the theory in Totem and Taboo. We have already 
seen that i t was contact w i t h Freud's w o r k that d r e w Lévi -S t rauss ' 
a t t en t ion to the unconscious. B u t we have also seen that Lévi-
Strauss was l o o k i n g to the unconscious for a r a t iona l , in te l lec-
tualist psychology w i t h w h i c h to combat theories that re l ied on 
the emot iona l and the i r r a t i o n a l . In this respect Freud's theory was 
no bet ter than those Lévi-Strauss sought to displace, precisely 
because i t is u l t i m a t e l y i r r a t iona l i s t . 

We have seen that bo th D u r k h e i m and Bergson counterposed, 
each in his o w n w a y , society to the i nd iv idua l as the ra t iona l to the 
i r r a t i ona l , as in te l lec t to e m o t i o n , w h i l e Lévi-Strauss sought to 
recover reason and in te l lec t for the i n d i v i d u a l . In this respect 
Freud, and especially the F reud of Totem and Taboo, is ve ry l ike 
D u r k h e i m and Bergson. M o r e o v e r Totem and Taboo compounds the 
felony by adding a t h o r o u g h l y metaphysical (and almost D u r k ­
heimian) evolutionary argument in that for Freud the horror of 
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incest that underlies the incest taboo and the social i n s t i t u t i on o 
exogamy (marr iage outside the group, w h e t h e r f ami ly , clan, 
mo ie ty , section or wha teve r ) is expla ined by reference to a real or 
m y t h i c a l h i s to r ica l event that is reproduced in succeeding genera­
tions. Hence the con tempora ry existence o f the p r o h i b i t i o n o f 
incest is exp la ined as the evo lu t i ona ry residue of an o r ig ina l 
i r r a t i o n a l psychological response. 

H o w e v e r m u c h Lévi -S t rauss may have been inf luenced by 
Freud, the lat ter 's exp lana t ion of the incest p r o h i b i t i o n is 
t h o r o u g h l y unsatisfactory. F i r s t l y , the theory cannot provide an 
exp lana t ion for the c o n t e m p o r a r y existence o f the p r o h i b i t i o n o f 
incest because its psychologica l or igins are r e fe r red to a distant 
and m y t h i c a l past. I t cannot be c la imed that the persistence of the 
p r o h i b i t i o n of incest expresses the persistence of the psychological 
impulse that gave b i r t h to i t because Lévi-Strauss insists that 
sentiments are a response to the ra t iona l n o r m a t i v e order and 
cannot precede i t . Hence the con tempora ry h o r r o r o f incest must 
be exp la ined by its p r o h i b i t i o n and not v ice versa (thus i t is 
s ignif icant that w h i l e Freud studies the incest taboo Lévi-Strauss 
studies the incest prohibition). 

Secondly, the theory reduces cu l tu re to an i r r a t i o n a l na tura l 
response. Thus cul ture , far f r o m expressing the social nature of the 
human an imal , is for Freud based on the repression of fundamental 
aspects of human nature: cu l tu re , and the reason that i t embodies, 
is essentially fore ign to the humans w h o comprise i t . C u l t u r e , far 
f r o m being the means to h u m a n self-real izat ion, far f r o m being the 
means by w h i c h humani ty raises i t se l f above a n i m a l i t y , represents 
for Freud the al ienat ion of the human being f r o m his o r her o w n 
nature. 

W h i l e Lévi-St rauss w o u l d not disagree that i t i s possible for 
cu l tu re to develop al ienated forms, this a l i ena t ion does not 
represent the impos i t ion of reason upon ins t inc t , bu t rather the 
pervers ion of reason to selfish ends. For Lévi-Strauss Freud, l ike 
Bergson and Lévy-Bruhl, must have represented a regression f r o m 
the posi t ive achievements o f D u r k h e i m ' s sociology, and in 
par t i cu la r f r o m D u r k h e i m ' s insistence that the b i r t h of cu l tu re i s 
the b i r t h of reason, and that the achievements of cu l t u r e are due to 
the i m p o s i t i o n of the in te l l igence on the ins t inc tua l . For Lévi-
Strauss the task was no t to renounce this insistence, but on ly to 
renounce the conception of culture as an external reality that 
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stood over and against the i n d i v i d u a l and to seek instead its 
foundat ion in the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d . Th i s i s the significance of Lévi -
Strauss' r e jec t ion of Freud and, as we shall see, of his r e tu rn to 
Rousseau. 

In fact in The Elementary Structures Lévi-Strauss introduces his 
account o f the psychological foundations o f r e c i p r o c i t y not w i t h a 
direct reference to Freud, bu t by reference to c h i l d psychology. 
He argues that the m i n d of the c h i l d gives us a un ique insight i n t o 
the universal features of the m i n d because it has been less subject to 
cu l tu ra l c o n d i t i o n i n g but not , as some w o u l d have i t , because the 
m i n d of the c h i l d corresponds to a more ' p r i m i t i v e ' stage of 
in te l lec tual development . 

W e m i g h t surmise i n v i e w o f the reference t o c h i l d psychology 
that Piaget m i g h t have been an early influence on Lévi-Strauss, 
and indeed Lévi-Strauss discusses Piaget's w o r k in The Elementary 
Structures, on ly to dismiss his developmenta l hypotheses, a rgu ing 
that d i f fe ren t 'menta l i t ies ' ref lec t d i f ferent circumstances, so that 
all thought , adult and ch i ld , ' c i v i l i z e d ' and ' p r i m i t i v e ' , is r i g o r ­
ously in te l l ec tua l . On the o the r hand, in a recent t r i bu te Lévi-
Strauss has acclaimed Piaget as the th inker w h o gave p r imacy to 
in te l lec tual a c t i v i t y and to cogn i t ive functions j u s t w h e n psy­
chology was in danger of be ing 'submerged by confused thought 
under the double assault of Bergsonism and Freudianism (at least 
the epigones rather than the founders). Thus psychology and 
philosophy cou ld ex t rac t themselves f r o m the affect ive swamp 
into w h i c h they w e r e beg inn ing to s ink ' . 7 H o w e v e r Lév i -S t r auss 
does no t acknowledge a d i rec t influence in The Elementary Structures 
and the c h i l d psychology he does refer to is that of Susan Isaacs. 

Lévi-Strauss quotes research by Susan Isaacs w h i c h shows the 
development o f concepts o f a rb i t r a t i on among smal l ch i ldren . 
C h i l d r e n f i n d themselves in antagonistic situations because of the i r 
desire to possess objects be long ing to the other . T h i s gives rise to 
an antagonistic re la t ion be tween the self and the o ther w h i c h must 
be resolved if society is to exis t at a l l . Th i s antagonism is under la in 
by a psychologica l need for securi ty . My need for security makes 
me w a n t the valuables of the other , in case I should need them for 
myself. Th i s need for secur i ty can, however , o n l y be satisfied by 
co-opera t ion , w h i c h is ins t i tu t iona l ized as exchange. The i n s t i t u ­
t ion of the exchange of w o m e n is indeed a response to T y l o r ' s 
i n junc t ion ' m a r r y out o r be k i l l e d ou t ' . 
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T h e excurs ion in to c h i l d psychology conf i rms , for Lév i -S t rauss , 
the b e l i e f that r ec ip roc i ty is no t something imposed by society in 
response to social needs, b u t is something w h i c h emerges 
spontaneously f r o m the 'psycho-social pressures' o f co l lec t ive l i f e . 
I t is, therefore , something w h i c h already exists in the m i n d before 
i t is ins t i tu t iona l i zed in society. 

Lévi-Strauss goes on to specify the ' fundamenta l structures of 
the m i n d ' w h i c h underl ie r e c i p r o c i t y . These structures, w h i c h 'are 
universa l ' , are three: 

'the exigency of the rule as a rule; the not ion of reciprocity as the most immediate 
form of integrating the opposition between the self and the others; and finally, the 
synthetic nature of the gift, i.e., that the agreed transfer of a valuable from one 
individual to another makes these individuals into partners, and adds a new 
quality to the valuable transferred. ' 8 

These are the fundamental structures of the m i n d w h i c h make 
society possible. I t must be possible to conceive w h a t is i nvo lved in 
a ru le . R e c i p r o c i t y must be seen as a spontaneous response to the 
experience o f opposi t ion be tween self and o ther . T h e m i n d must 
have the capacity to endow the object exchanged w i t h s i gn i f i ­
cance. Th i s significance derives f r o m the fact tha t the object is a 
g i f t w h i c h seals an alliance, and hence is a symbo l of that alliance. 

A l i t t l e fur ther on Lévi-Strauss offers a more ' f o r m a l ' descrip­
t i o n o f the capacities o f the m i n d : 'The t rans i t ion f r o m nature t o 
cu l tu re i s de te rmined by man's ab i l i t y to t h i n k of b io log ica l 
relationships as systems of oppos i t ions . ' 9 Simonis argues that this 
capacity i t s e l f explains the f o r m e r three, w h i l e D a v y regards i t as 
an addi t iona l capacity. H o w e v e r , it is surely a capaci ty w h i c h is 
i m p l i e d in the three ear l ier ' s t ructures ' w i t h o u t i t s e l f exp la in ing 
t h e m . 1 0 

T h e capacities ment ioned i m p l y that the m i n d does more than 
s imply impose a re la t ion , for that re la t ion has a specific character 
and a specific power . I t no t on ly relates, but i t also integrates the 
i n d i v i d u a l i n t o society t h r o u g h a symbolic gesture. T h e uncon­
scious, j u s t l i ke r ec ip roc i ty itself, is not therefore s imply a fo rma l 
capaci ty at this stage in the development of Lévi-Strauss ' thought , 
i t has an act ive component . Thus the theory of the unconscious in 
The Elementary Structures is no t the theory of the pure ly fo rma l , 
c o m b i n a t o r y , unconscious that Lévi-Strauss was la te r to take f r o m 
s t ruc tu ra l l inguis t ics . 



The Elementary Structures of Kinship 65 

In fact the theory o f the menta l foundations o f r ec ip roc i ty 
offered in The Elementary Structures is not rea l ly a psychological 
theory a t a l l . T h e ' s t ruc tures ' jus t described do no t refer d i r ec t l y to 
properties o f the m i n d . T h e y describe capacities w h i c h the m i n d 
must have ra ther than the propert ies of the m i n d that endow i t 
w i t h these capacities. Hence w h a t they describe is no t the m i n d 
but the ' concept ' o f r e c i p r o c i t y — a rule w h i c h effects the 
in t eg ra t ion of individuals i n t o society by means of a symbol ic 
transaction. T h e exercise that Lévi-Strauss is engaged in is at the 
moment a log ica l rather than a psychological one, as he elaborates 
the log ica l precondi t ions for his concept of r e c i p r o c i t y . Thus the 
underpinnings of r ec ip roc i t y are true a prioris. These ' s t ructures ' do 
not themselves provide an exp lana t ion of r e c i p r o c i t y : i t is these 
' s t ructures ' that an adequate psychology must e x p l a i n . 

The re seems to be l i t t l e doub t that the theory that Lévi-Strauss 
i n i t i a l l y bel ieved cou ld p rov ide the psychological foundations for 
the theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y was no t that o f s t ruc tu ra l l inguist ics, nor 
of Freud, nor of Piaget bu t that of gestalt psychology, w h i c h has j u s t 
the te leo logica l concep t ion of s t ructure he requ i red . The Gestalt 
approach was we l l - adap ted to Lévi-Strauss ' concerns. As Piaget 
has noted: 

'The psychological Gestalt represents a type of structure that appeals to those 
who, whether they acknowledge it or not, are really looking for structures that 
may be thought "pure" , unpolluted by history or genesis, functionless and 
detached f rom the subject'.1 1 

In the Preface to The Elementary Structures the book is assimilated 
to the gestaltist movement , and Lévi-Strauss has subsequently 
a f f i rmed the roots of his concept of s t ructure in the Gestalt, as w e l l 
as asserting the c o m m o n gestaltist or igins of b o t h l inguist ics and 
an thropology , the la t ter by reference to Bened ic t and Kroeber as 
w e l l a s his o w n w o r k . W i t h i n the book the p r i m a c y o f relations 
over terms is referred to as a lesson of psychology, not of 
l inguist ics , and the concept of s t ructure i t s e l f de r i ved f r o m gestalt 
psychology w h e n Lévi-Strauss stresses the unconscious, and so 
ant i -metaphysical , t e leo logy w h i c h is precisely w h a t gestalt psy­
chology i n t r o d u c e d . 1 2 

T h e concept of s t ructure in p lay is gestaltist ra ther than l inguis t ic 
in more s ignif icant ways: the regu la t ing p r inc ip l e , the p r inc ip le o f 
reciprocity, is substantive, and not purely formal, the basis of a 
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synchronic functional w h o l e w h i c h i t se l f has a phys io logica l 
foundat ion . H o w e v e r the r e l a t i on be tween f o r m and its physio­
log ica l foundat ion is no t a reduct ionis t one, it is a re la t ion of 
i somorph ism. T h e funct ional p r inc ip le that explains the s t ructure 
the p r i n c i p l e of r e c ip roc i t y , is expla ined as the result of the 
a t t empt to restore e q u i l i b r i u m , w h i c h i s the cen t ra l p r inc ip le of 
the Gestalt. 

T h e gestaltist foundat ion of The Elementary Structures is ex t r eme ly 
i m p o r t a n t , for i t gives that w o r k an openness that is lost w i t h 
h indsight . In par t icu lar it means that The Elementary Structures is v e r y 
open to phenomenologica l in terpre ta t ions , despite Lévi-Strauss ' 
declared ant ipathy to phenomenology. Th i s openness, or a m ­
b i g u i t y , is rea l ly inherent in gestalt psychology, for the p r o b l e m 
w i t h this psychology is that the Gestalt i t s e l f remains a v e r y 
myster ious phenomenon: w h e r e does i t come f r o m , h o w is i t 
directed? In order to avo id some k i n d o f v i t a l i s t metaphysics 
(shades of Bergson again) it seems that gestalt psychology has in the 
end to decide between a f o r m of behaviour ism in w h i c h the Gestalt 
expresses b io log ica l processes that integrate sense-data, and a f o r m 
of phenomenology in w h i c h the Gestalt expresses the i n t en t iona l i t y 
o f the pe rce iv ing subject. M e r l e a u - P o n t y ( w h o explained the 
subtleties o f phenomenology to Lév i -S t rauss w h e n the la t te r 
r e tu rned to France at the end of the w a r and w h o remained a close 
f r iend and colleague) and Simone de Beauvo i r b o t h in te rpre ted 
The Elementary Structures in the la t ter sense, and indeed Lévi-
Strauss' o w n discussion of Isaacs w o r k has s t rong phenomeno­
log ica l resonances. 

Simone de Beauvoi r accla imed The Elementary Structures as a 
humanist masterpiece w h e n i t f i rs t appeared: 

'Lévi -St rauss . . . assumes that human institutions are endowed w i t h meaning: 
but he seeks their key in their humanity alone; he abjures the spectres of 
metaphysics, but he does not accept for all that that this w o r l d should be mere 
contingence, disorder, absurdity; his secret wou ld be to t r y to think the given 
wi thou t a l lowing the intervention of a thought that w o u l d be foreign to i t . Thus 
he restores to us the image of a universe which has no need of reflecting the 
heavens to be a human universe . . . his thinking is clearly part of the great 
humanist current which considers that human existence bears w i t h i n i tself its 
o w n just i f icat ion. . . . This book . . . often seemed to reconcile felicitously 
Engels and Hegel: for man or ig inal ly appears to us as anti-physis, and what his 
intervention achieves is the concrete position of confrontation of myself w i t h 
another self without which the first cannot define itself. I also found singularly 



The Elementary Structures of Kinship 67 

striking the agreement of certain descriptions w i t h the theses put forward by 
existentialism: existence, in establishing itself, at the same t ime establishes its 
laws; it is not governed by any internal necessity, and yet it escapes contingency 
by assuming the conditions of its o w n springing f o r t h . ' 1 3 

In The Second Sex, her analysis of the c o n d i t i o n of w o m e n , de 
Beauvoir b o r r o w e d L é v i - S t r a u s s ' theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y and 
fo rmula ted i t i n terms o f the existent ial is t antagonism of self and 
other. 

T h e example o f M e r l e a u - P o n t y i s even m o r e ins t ruct ive . 
Mer l eau -Pon ty , l i ke the existentialists and even, in his o w n w a y , 
Lévi-Strauss , posed the p r o b l e m of the r e l a t ion be tween the self 
and the o ther as a p r o b l e m of meaning and communica t i on . For 
Mer l eau -Pon ty the p r o b l e m o f in te r sub jec t iv i ty i s the p rob lem o f 
meaning, and it is meaning w h i c h u l t i m a t e l y gives us access to the 
other. We cannot grasp meanings w i t h o u t such access to the o ther 
because it is the essense of mean ing that it is i n t en t i ona l , so that to 
reconsti tute a meaning is to reconst i tute an i n t e n t i o n , the in t en t ion 
of the person w h o meant. M e r l e a u - P o n t y developed his analysis o f 
meaning and c o m m u n i c a t i o n precisely t h r o u g h a c r i t i que of gestalt 
psychology. 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y condemned crude gestalt psychology for its 
formal i sm. I t replaced a behav iour i sm of the e lementary st imulus 
by a behav iour i sm of the complex st imulus, the Gestalt be ing 
something pure ly fo rma l imposed on the content . M e r l e a u - P o n t y 
therefore re in te rpre ted the Gestalt in terms of the i n t en t i on of the 
subject. 

M e r l e a u - P o n t y fu l ly recognizes the unconscious nature of the 
code tha t governs symbol ic systems, and even the possibil i ty that 
the nature of the m i n d is such as to impose constraints on that code 
and so to res t r ic t the forms of c o m m u n i c a t i o n tha t may exist, bu t 
for M e r l e a u - P o n t y the intentional character of mean ing rules ou t 
al together the possibi l i ty tha t the unconscious c o u l d consti tute the 
meaning of a c o m m u n i c a t i o n , for intent ions cannot be uncon­
scious. 

Lévi-Strauss has e x p l i c i t l y rejected Mer l eau -Pon ty ' s pheno-
menolog ica l i n t e rp r e t a t i on of his w o r k , bu t tha t such an i n t e r ­
p re ta t ion is possible at a l l points to the a m b i g u i t y inherent in The 
Elementary Structures, an a m b i g u i t y that derives f r o m its gestaltist 
foundations. For Lévi-Strauss reference to i n t e n t i o n a l i t y in the 
explanation of structures is insufficient for he wants to argue that 
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r e c i p r o c i t y is present even w h e n i t is embod ied nei ther in an 
i n t e n t i o n no r in a consciousness. For Lévi-Strauss the Gestalt is the 
p roduc t n o t o f a n in t en t ion , bu t o f the c o m b i n a t o r y ac t iv i ty o f the 
unconscious. Lévi-Strauss does not however , fa l l back on be­
hav iou r i sm because the pa r t i cu la r f o r m of c o m b i n a t i o n is cu l t u r a l l y 
specific, even though the c o m b i n a t o r y p r inc ip le is universal . 

I t was the encounter w i t h l inguist ics that gave Lévi-St rauss this 
mode l of the unconscious and made i t possible for h i m to go 
beyond the ambiguit ies of the Gestalt. Thus in Totemism Lévi-
Strauss espouses a m o d i f i e d f o r m of associationism in w h i c h the 
w h o l e is c lear ly not emergent , as it is for gestalt psychology and for 
M e r l e a u - P o n t y , but i s the p roduc t of menta l a c t i v i t y : 

' I t is certainly the case that one consequence of modern structuralism (not, 
however, clearly enunciated) ought to be to rescue associational psychology from 
the discredit into which it has fallen. Associationism had the great meri t of 
sketching the contours of this elementary logic, which is l ike the least common 
denominator of all thought, and its only failure was not to recognize that it was an 
original logic, a direct expression of the structure of the mind (and behind the 
mind, probably, of the brain), and not an inert product of the action of the 
environment on an amorphous consciousness. But . . . i t is this logic of 
oppositions and correlations, exclusions and inclusions, compatibilities and 
incompatibili t ies, which explains the laws of association, and not the reverse. A 
renovated associationism wou ld have to be based on a system of operations wh ich 
w o u l d not be wi thou t s imilar i ty to Boolean algebra'. 1 4 

d) Reciprocity in systems of kinship and marriage 
T h e theo ry o f r ec ip roc i t y relates i n t w o ways to the analysis o f 
systems of k inship and mar r i age . On the one hand, Lévi -St rauss 
argues that systems of k inship and marr iage un iversa l ly manifest 
the p r i n c i p l e o f r ec ip roc i ty . On the other hand, in the bulk o f The 
Elementary Structures, Lévi-Strauss argues that pa r t i cu la r systems of 
k inship and marr iage can be expla ined as d i f ferent ways of 
i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z i n g the p r i nc ip l e . I t i s w i t h the universal is t a rgument 
that we are concerned in this section. 

For Lévi-Strauss the fundamental social r e l a t i on is the exchange 
o f w o m e n , hence i t is the study o f kinship and mar r iage that w i l l 
reveal the unconscious foundations of society. W h y is the 
exchange o f w o m e n the fundamental social re la t ion? W h y i s i t 

'no exaggeration, then, to say that exogamy is the archetype of all other 
manifestations based upon reciproci ty, and that it provides the fundamental and 
immutable rule ensuring the existence of the group as a g roup ' . 1 5 
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It is because the w o m a n is always and eve rywhe re bo th a sign 
and a va lue . W o r d s and goods are also exchanged, bu t words have 
lost the i r qua l i ty o f be ing values, w h i c h f i rs t , supposedly, led m e n 
to communica te w i t h one another, w h i l e goods have lost t he i r 
qual i ty o f be ing signs. W o m e n have an economic value, and in 
some societies this is i m p o r t a n t , but it is the i r sexual des i rab i l i ty 
w h i c h makes t hem able un iversa l ly to serve to in tegrate society. 
The exchange of w o m e n , therefore , i s the o n l y exchange w h i c h , in 
every society, can express b o t h a m a t e r i a l and a symbol ic 
c o m m i t m e n t to society. 

I t is in g i v i n g a sister or daughter in mar r i age that a m a n 
expresses his fundamental c o m m i t m e n t to a l i f e in society. Th i s 
c o m m i t m e n t is always, and t r i v i a l l y , an exchange. Th i s exchange 
need n o t be ins t i tu t iona l i zed as a r e l a t ion w h i c h is e x p l i c i t l y 
recognized as an exchange of w o m e n . T h e ru le of marr iage , 
whether this rule is posi t ive or negative, necessarily implies that 
some ind iv idua ls give up a r i g h t to the w o m a n w h o is g iven in 
marr iage. T h e rule i t se l f ins t i tut ional izes the o b l i g a t i o n of others 
to do the same, so that o ther w o m e n are avai lable to those w h o 
give up the i r r ights to the par t i cu la r w o m a n w h o is daughter, 
sister, or niece. Hence: 

'exchange may be neither expl ic i t nor immediate, but the fact that I can obtain a 
wife is, in the final analysis, the consequence of the fact that a brother or father 
has given her up ' . 1 6 

Exchange is 'nei ther immed ia t e nor e x p l i c i t ' , ' this s t ructure is 
often v is ib le even in systems in w h i c h i t has no t mate r ia l i zed in a 
concrete f o r m ' . 1 7 Hence a l l tha t is meant by ' exchange ' is that a l l 
social relat ions are rec ip roca l i n the sense that a m a n w i l l on ly g ive 
something up to society i f society offers h i m someth ing in r e tu rn . 
Such ' r e c i p r o c i t y ' must character ize a l l social re la t ions i f the ru le 
is not to be seen as d e r i v i n g its force f r o m some ex t e rna l constraint 
such as the co l lec t ive conscience. 

Ind iv idua ls par t ic ipate in society spontaneously, and are no t 
compel led to par t ic ipate e i ther m o r a l l y or by force . I t i s the l a t t e r 
be l i e f w h i c h gives D u r k h e i m ' s sociology its 'metaphys ica l ' d i m e n ­
sion w h i c h Lév i -S t rauss found so object ionable . B u t i f people are 
to engage in society spontaneously, there must be something 
offered in r e t u r n for that w h i c h they g ive up: social relations take 
the form of a 'contract', which for Lévi-Strauss is a contract 
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freely, bu t unconsciously, entered i n to , and n o t one imposed by a 
supra ind iv idua l ' society ' . E m p i r i c a l l y he owes the insight l a rge ly 
to Mauss, and theore t ica l ly i t represents m e r e l y a restatement of 
social con t rac t theory. T h e o r i g i n a l i t y lies in the a t tempt to found 
the social contract nei ther in a sui generis social r e a l i t y , nor in the 
i n d i v i d u a l consciousness, bu t in the unconscious. 

We observe that in m a n y societies men are happy to give up 
w o m e n in marr iage , even though marr iage i s no t e x p l i c i t l y 
recognized as an exchange. I f men are not aware that the r e l a t ion 
is a rec ip roca l one, then we m i g h t ask w h y they are prepared to 
g ive up the i r w o m e n . T h e answer for Lévi-Strauss is that they are 
prepared to give up the i r w o m e n because they k n o w ' uncon ­
sciously ' that this r e l a t i on is an exchange. Hence every social 
r e l a t ion w h i c h involves a sacrifice must be, unconsciously i f no t 
consciously, under la in by a concept ion of that r e l a t i o n as a r e l a t ion 
o f r e c i p r o c i t y . 

W h a t is the empi r i ca l content of this argument? Lévi-Strauss is 
no t asserting that social relat ions are conceived of consciously as 
con t rac tua l relations, an assertion that cou ld be falsified e m p i r i ­
ca l ly w i t h o u t much d i f f i c u l t y , but that they are unconsciously 
apprehended as such. B u t h o w can the an thropolog is t penetrate to 
the unconscious meaning of social relations? H o w can the 
anthropologis t ever discover that the t rue meaning of the 
ins t i tu t ions under r e v i e w is to be found in the p r inc ip le of 
r e c i p r o c i t y w h e n that p r i n c i p l e i s locked in the unconscious of the 
par t ic ipants in those inst i tut ions? 

For a Freudian it is t h r o u g h the analysis tha t brings w h a t was 
unconscious to consciousness that the psychoanalyst can reveal the 
f o r m e r l y h idden content of the unconscious and f ind the diagnosis 
c o n f i r m e d by the pat ient . B u t for Lévi-Strauss there is no such 
process of analysis, and i t is doubt fu l that he w o u l d a t t r ibu te any 
significance to the results of such a process. Thus Lévi-Strauss 
gives us no means of access to the unconscious meanings of the 
social relat ions that he describes. There is no w a y of finding a 
posi t ive c o n f i r m a t i o n o f L é v i - S t r a u s s ' hypothesis. 

Nevertheless perhaps i t is possible to give negat ive support to 
the hypothesis by showing that social relat ions cou ld be conceived 
of as rec ip roca l . U n f o r t u n a t e l y this is a c l a i m tha t is t au to log ica l ly 
t rue , for the concept of a social relation impl ies the existence of 
more than one related party. Hence the possibility of reciprocity, 
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as unders tood in Lévi-Strauss ' general theory , is already i m p l i c i t in 
the concept of social r e l a t ion . Thus the t h e o r y has no e m p i r i c a l 
content whatever : any r e l a t i o n can be conce ived of as rec iproca l . 
Thus Lévi-Strauss has no d i f f i c u l t y in ana lyz ing asymmetr ica l 
p o w e r relat ions, the i n s t i t u t i o n o f po lyg a my and the conduct o f 
war as expressions of the rec iproca l p r i nc ip l e . 

L o o k e d a t in this w a y we can see the significance of the 
unconscious, and of the re t rea t in to the m i n d , for Lévi -St rauss ' 
theory, and we can see w h y the foundat ion of his theory , in the 
theory of the m i n d , was the last piece of the j i g s a w to fa l l i n t o 
place. 

It is the unconscious that guarantees that any social re la t ion can 
be seen as a re la t ion of r e c i p r o c i t y . T h e ' fundamenta l structures of 
the m i n d ' that under l ie r e c i p r o c i t y achieve precisely this: they 
describe the psychological condit ions necessary for any social 
re la t ion to be apprehended as a re la t ion of r ec ip roc i t y . C o n ­
sequently there is no conceivable social r e l a t i on that cou ld no t be 
assimilated to the concept of r ec ip roc i ty . Thus w h i l e on the one 
hand the c l a i m that social relations could be conceived as 
manifestations of the p r i n c i p l e of r ec ip roc i ty is a pure t au to logy , 
the c l a i m that they are so conceived unconsciously is s t r i c t l y 
unfalsifiable. Lévi-Strauss ' general theory of r e c i p r o c i t y i s s t rung 
be tween an empty t au to logy and equally e m p t y speculation. 

In the last four sections I have discussed Lévi-Strauss ' theory of 
r ec ip roc i t y as the c o n d i t i o n of possibil i ty of society. In the f i r s t 
section I argued that the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest had no th ing to do 
w i t h the regula t ion o f marr iage and d i d n o t i m p l y , i n any 
s ignif icant sense, the necessity for r e c i p r o c i t y . In the second 
section I argued that mar r iage systems have n o t h i n g to do w i t h the 
d i s t r i bu t i on of resources. In the t h i r d section I argued that Lévi-
Strauss does not have an established psychologica l theory at his 
disposal. In this section I have argued that the t heo ry of r e c i p r o c i t y 
has no substantive socio logica l content , that it is a pu re ly 
speculative c l a i m about the nature of the unconscious, a c l a i m tha t 
does no t der ive f r o m a theory of the m i n d but ra ther one for w h i c h 
the theory of the m i n d is invented as a necessary support. T h e 
general theory of r e c i p r o c i t y is, therefore, vacuous, and the theory 
of the unconscious that underlies i t is a pu re ly speculative, 
metaphysical theory that has no empi r i ca l content . 

However reciprocity is not only the object of a general theory 
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for Lévi-Strauss. It is a concept that has degrees. Hence Lévi-
Strauss, in the bu lk of The Elementary Structures, seeks to establish 
that d i f fe ren t systems of k insh ip and marr iage represent d i f ferent 
i n s t i t u t i ona l forms o f the p r i n c i p l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y that correspond 
t o d i f fe ren t degrees o f ' d i s s imula t ion ' o f r e c i p r o c i t y . I f the theory 
of r e c i p r o c i t y has any e m p i r i c a l content i t i s in the study of specific 
systems, and not in the general theory , that i t is to be found. 

In the analysis of k insh ip systems Lévi-Strauss appears to be 
a rgu ing that the p r i n c i p l e of r e c i p r o c i t y i s no t mere ly an 
unconscious p r inc ip le , bu t tha t i t has an ob jec t ive existence in 
social ins t i tu t ions . T h e substantive content of the theory lies in the 
c l a i m that these systems are objectively systems of exchange, and not 
on ly that they can be in t e rp re ted , unconsciously by the part icipants 
and consciously by the analyst, as systems of exchange: 

'The problem of the incest prohib i t ion is to explain the particular form of the 
inst i tut ion in each particular society. The problem is to discover what profound 
and omnipresent causes could account for the regulation of the relationships 
between the sexes in every society and age.' 1 8 

Thus Lévi-Strauss is n o t seeking to establish tha t exchange is a 
possible result of these systems, bu t that it is the i r cause. Hence Lévi-
Strauss has to show that the systems that he is s tudying are 
objectively reducible to the s t ruc tu ra l pr inc ip le of exchange. T h i s is 
the task Lévi-Strauss sets h imse l f in s tudying the e lementary 
structures o f kinship. 

2. THE ELEMENTARY STRUCTURES OF 
KINSHIP 
a) Social classification and the regulation of marriage 
T h e b u l k of The Elementary Structures consists of an a t tempt to p rove 
that r e c i p r o c i t y does in fact under l ie the systems of kinship and 
mar r iage of those societies w h i c h can be character ized by w h a t 
Lévi-Strauss calls an ' e lementary s tructure of k inship ' . A later 
w o r k on other societies, those w i t h complex structures, was 
promised, bu t has never appeared. The idea beh ind the d i s t inc t ion 
be tween elementary and c o m p l e x structures is that societies are 
d i v i d e d i n t o those w h i c h regulate marr iage by g i v i n g posi t ive 
instructions about whom to marry and those which regulate 
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marr iage negat ive ly by p r o h i b i t i n g mar r i age w i t h cer ta in cate­
gories o f person. T h e f o r m e r societies are those w i t h e lementary 
structures. 

M a r r i a g e rules fo rmu la t ed in posit ive te rms instruct the m a n 
l o o k i n g for a w i f e to take his w i f e f r o m a par t i cu la r class or 
category o f w o m e n . Hence considerat ion o f the marr iage ru le 
cannot be separated f r o m considerat ion o f the forms w h i c h 
societies adopt to classify the i r members in r e l a t i on to one another. 
In the con t ex t of The Elementary Structures there are t w o d i f fe ren t 
kinds o f classification w h i c h are relevant. 

T h e first k i n d of classification divides the society ob jec t ive ly 
in to a number of d i f fe ren t classes, in the simplest case in to t w o 
'moie t ies ' . Members of the society are a l loca ted to these classes on 
the basis of descent. In a ma t r i l i nea l system class membership is 
defined th rough the female l ine; ego, for example, may be 
al located to the class of his or her mo the r in the simplest such 
system. In a pa t r i l inea l system class membership is defined t h r o u g h 
the male l ine , in the simplest system ego be ing al located to the class 
of his or her father. 

T h e si tuat ion becomes more compl ica ted i f the classification 
operates ' h o r i z o n t a l ' as w e l l as ' v e r t i c a l ' d ivis ions, d is t inguishing 
class members by genera t ion as w e l l as by descent l ine . In a p a t r i ­
l ineal system w i t h genera t ion a l te rna t ion , ego w i l l be a l located 
to the class of the father 's father, in a m a t r i l i n e a l system to that 
of the mother ' s mothe r . Such systems are k n o w n as section systems. 

T h i s k i n d of objec t ive classification can be used to regulate 
marr iage negat ively, by insist ing that classes should be exogamous 
(i .e . that marr iage partners be taken f r o m outside the class), or 
pos i t ive ly , by specifying the class in to w h i c h an ind iv idua l shall 
m a r r y . H o w e v e r i t i s i m p o r t a n t to real ize that this k i n d o f 
classification is not necessarily associated w i t h the regu la t ion of 
marr iage either pos i t ive ly or negat ively. I t i s also ve ry i m p o r t a n t 
to understand that we are dealing w i t h a system of social 
classification and not w i t h a f o r m of social o rganiza t ion . Thus the 
'classes' do not necessarily have any corpora te existence, they can 
perfec t ly w e l l be pu re ly nomina l : in ou r society the surname 
denotes the class membership of each i n d i v i d u a l in our society, and 
membership of the class is defined by descent (pa t r i l i nea l ly ) : the 
son of M. Dubois i s a Dubo i s , the daughter of Mr Smi th i s a S m i t h . 
However the classes denoted by the names Dubois or Smith have 
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no corpora te existence and play no role in the regula t ion of 
mar r i age , they are pure ly n o m i n a l . 

T h e classic f o r m of class systems are those of the abor ig ina l 
societies of Aus t ra l ia . A l t h o u g h such systems can be used to 
regulate marr iage , they are not necessarily so used. The re has 
therefore been considerable discussion about the nature of these 
systems and the i r re la t ionship to marr iage r egu la t ion . One v i e w is 
that these systems are to be expla ined by reference to principles 
o ther than those of k insh ip and marr iage: some, f o l l o w i n g 
D u r k h e i m ' s example, argue that the systems have an essentially 
ce remonia l , rel igious purpose, others argue that they have an 
economic purpose in establishing t e r r i t o r i a l r ights . In ei ther case 
any connec t ion w i t h the r egu la t ion of mar r i age is a secondary 
character is t ic o f the system. T h e other v i e w , proposed by Lévi -
Strauss, is that the essential func t ion of these systems is their ro le in 
the r egu la t ion o f marr iage . 

In our society marr iage regu la t ion i s not expressed in terms of 
an objec t ive classification, bu t in terms of an ego-centred 
classification, the re la t ionship t e rmino logy or 'k inship system'. 
Th i s classif ication arranges members of society in categories 
accord ing to the i r re la t ionship to ego. Thus in our society the 
negat ive rule of marr iage is expressed by f o r b i d d i n g us to m a r r y 
cer ta in categories of re la t ive . In the same w a y societies w i t h a 
posi t ive ru le o f marr iage may designate ce r t a in categories o f 
re la t ive w h o should be m a r r i e d , usually some k i n d o f 'cousin ' . 

K i n s h i p systems do not express b io log ica l relat ionships, they are 
systems of social classification that d i f fer considerably f r o m one 
society to another. In our society, for example , k i n terms apply 
p r i m a r i l y on ly to near k i n w i t h w h o m di rec t relationships can be 
t raced. In many societies, howeve r , the kinship system has a m u c h 
broader appl ica t ion, to the ex ten t that every member of the 
society is designated by one t e r m or another. In our society no 
d i s t i nc t ion is made be tween paternal and ma te rna l k i n , whereas 
such a d i s t i nc t ion is fundamental for other societies. In our society 
no reference i s made to age in the de f in i t i on of k i n terms, but in 
other societies re la t ive age is a fundamental p r inc ip l e of classifi­
ca t ion o f k i n . 

In our society the kinship system has a l i m i t e d ro le to play in the 
r egu la t ion of social l i fe , whereas in a non- l i t e ra t e society the 
kinship system will often play a very important role in the 
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regula t ion of a w i d e range of social relationships: economic , 
political, rel igious as w e l l as personal. T h e k inship system provides 
' a language in w h i c h the w h o l e n e t w o r k of r igh ts and obl igat ions i s 
expressed' , 1 9 and so the study of kinship systems plays a central ro le 
in the study of such societies. For Lévi-Strauss, and for m a n y 
anthropologists of d i f fe ren t persuasions, i t is the kinship system 
that provides the f r a m e w o r k for every k i n d o f social a c t i v i t y . Thus 
debate about the exp lana t ion of kinship systems, that often appears 
to the non-specialist as an esoteric discussion of e x o t i c ins t i tu t ions , 
is in fact a debate about the nature of society and of sociological 
explana t ion . 

T h e basic relationships used in the cons t ruc t ion of k insh ip 
te rminologies are the relat ions o f consanguini ty and of mar r i age . 
It is i m p o r t a n t to be qu i te clear, however , that these notions are 
shorn of any necessary b io log ica l significance w h e n used by a 
t e rmino logy . Hence the existence of a descent re la t ionship 
be tween t w o people does no t imp ly the existence of a b i o l o g i c a l 
re la t ionship, nor does the existence of a b i o l o g i c a l re la t ionship 
i m p l y the recogn i t ion of a descent re la t ionship . 

I n the relat ionship t e r m i n o l o g y o f our o w n society relationships 
are t raced genealogical ly . Hence, a re la t ive by marr iage is o n l y 
such i f the re la t ionship can be i n d i v i d u a l l y t raced t h r o u g h a 
mar r iage . A re la t ive by descent is on ly such if the relat ionship can 
be i n d i v i d u a l l y t raced t h r o u g h descent. Thus , for example, the 
t e r m 'sister ' i s co r r ec t l y appl ied only to the female descendents of 
ego's parents in ego's o w n generat ion, t h o u g h i t may be appl ied 
also, and by extension, to other w o m e n . N o t i c e that even in ou r 
society the i n s t i t u t i on of adopt ion means that descent is d i v o r c e d 
f r o m its b io log ica l founda t ion . 

In many other societies the appl ica t ion of k inship categories i s 
not defined p r i m a r i l y by reference to genealogy. For example , the 
category w h i c h includes the genealogical 's ister ' m i g h t be app l ied 
ind i sc r imina te ly to al l female members of ego's generat ion in ego's 
m o i e t y w i t h o u t there be ing any special t e r m for genealogical ly 
traceable relatives. 

T h e r e has been a l o n g debate about the na ture o f ' c l a s s i f i ca to ry ' 
t e rminologies and the i r r e l a t ion to 'genea logica l ' t e rminologies . 
Some have argued that the former develop as an extension f r o m 
the la t te r , the t e r m 'sister ' , for example, be ing extended f r o m the 
genealogical specification to cover all female members of the 
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sister's g roup and generat ion. This argument , however , depends 
on a v i e w of a genealogical classification as be ing in some w a y 
p r i v i l e g e d , a v i e w for w h i c h there is no j u s t i f i c a t i o n , for the 
genealogical ly based classif ication is no more ' n a t u r a l ' than is a 
' c lass i f ica tory ' one. 

T h e classificatory pr inciples employed by k inship systems are 
o f ten v e r y complex. A l t h o u g h the basic pr inc ip les are those of 
descent and of marr iage o the r c r i t e r i a may also be employed in 
d is t inguishing categories f r o m one another, most notably sex and 
genera t ion . M o r e o v e r the application of the terms to pa r t i cu la r 
indiv iduals may in t roduce s t i l l more c r i t e r i a tha t have n o t h i n g to 
do w i t h kinship as such, for example age, residence, membership 
of corpora te groups, p o l i t i c a l relationships, etc., and where no 
clear c r i t e r i a exist assignment to a pa r t i cu la r category may be 
a r b i t r a r y , as, for example, w h e n an anthropologis t arrives in the 
society and has to be fitted i n t o the classification. F ina l ly , as I have 
noted, the system is used to ar t icula te a w i d e range of social and 
symbol ic relationships: j u r a l relations o f r ights and obl igat ions , 
sent imental relations, p r o p e r t y relations, residence, marr iage , 
re l igious relationships etc. 

W h e n i t comes to the exp lana t ion of k inship systems there is a 
basic d iv i s ion between those w h o propose ' soc io log ica l ' explana­
tions, insis t ing that the k insh ip system has to be expla ined as a 
means of a r t i cu la t ing social relationships that are themselves 
exp la ined by reference to non-kinship pr inc ip les , and those w h o 
propose ' in te l l ec tua l i s t ' explanat ions, insis t ing that the classifi­
ca t ion must be explained as an in te l lec tua l construct independently 
of, and p r i o r to , the use to w h i c h i t is put . 

For those w h o take the sociological v i e w the kinship system is 
de r iva t ive , superstructural , k inship principles p r o v i d i n g a means 
of establishing a classificatory f r a m e w o r k the content of w h i c h is 
de t e rmined independently. Thus , for example , Homans and 
Schneider exp la in the k insh ip system as an extensionist deve lop­
ment of a genealogical system in w h i c h categories express 
sent imental relations. C o u l t explains the k insh ip system as an 
expression o f j u r a l re lat ions. Leach, w i t h a m o r e ca thol ic 
approach, explains k i n terms as denot ing soc io log ica l ly s ignif icant 
categories. M a r x i s t anthropologists have t r i e d to exp la in the 
kinship system as an expression of relations of p r o d u c t i o n . 2 0 

These sociological explanations are all, in one way or another, 
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reduct ionis t explanations in arguing that k insh ip systems can o n l y 
be exp la ined as the expression of o ther social relationships, 
whether sent imental , p o l i t i c a l , economic, o r a combina t ion of a l l 
three. 

T h e ' in te l l ec tua l i s t ' approach insists that the kinship system is 
log ica l ly p r i o r to any of these non-kinship relationships, for the 
lat ter can supposedly on ly be defined in k insh ip terms. Hence, for 
example, i t is argued that the d is t inc t ive categories of the k insh ip 
system cannot be exp la ined as expressions of d i f fe ren t sent imental 
relations, since it is argued that it is the k insh ip system that alone 
introduces the dis t inct ions be tween d i f fe ren t kinds o f k i n w i t h 
w h o m dif ferent sent imental relations are enter ta ined. In the same 
w a y p o l i t i c a l , legal and economic relat ions are a l l regulated in 
kinship terms and so, it is asserted, cannot be conceived as b e i n g 
independent of or p r i o r to the kinship system. T h e kinship system 
is the language that in t roduces social d i f ferent ia t ions that are the 
basis of a l l social o rgan iza t ion . Thus sent imental , economic , 
po l i t i c a l , j u r i d i c a l and o ther relationships must express the 
relationships a r t i cu la ted by the kinship system, and not vice versa. 

In The Elementary Structures Lévi-Strauss tries to show that 
k inship systems are in t e l l ec tua l constructs that serve a sociological 
purpose, namely the r egu l a t i on of mar r i age . Thus Lévi -S t rauss ' 
theory of r ec ip roc i ty , and his a t tempt to set sociology on an 
inte l lectual is t foundat ion led h i m to a t h o r o u g h l y in te l lec tual i s t 
theory of kinship systems that challenged qu i t e fundamental ly the 
sociological theories that had been d om inan t h i the r to . A l t h o u g h 
Lévi-Strauss was no t the f i rs t to adopt an in te l lec tual is t approach 
to k inship systems, and he acknowledges K r o e b e r and Boas as 
sources of inspi ra t ion , The Elementary Structures d i d m a r k a decisive 
m o m e n t as the first systematic e labora t ion of the approach and as 
the p r i m e insp i ra t ion fo r those w h o developed the approach 
subsequently. In the last analysis i t is the conf ron ta t ion be tween 
inte l lectual is t and soc io logica l approaches, ra ther than the specific 
explanations of k inship systems offered, tha t is the decisive issue 
raised by The Elementary Structures, for this is the issue that concerns 
the nature o f socio logica l explana t ion and the v e r y poss ibi l i ty o f 
sociology. 

It is on ly r e l a t ive ly recen t ly that these issues have become clear, 
w i t h the development o f the in te l lectual is t approach, most no t ab ly 
by Needham and Dumont. This is because Lévi-Strauss' own 
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theory , a l though it is in te l lec tua l i s t , is s imultaneously a reduc­
t ionis t t heo ry in t r ea t ing k inship systems as devices for o rgan iz ing 
the r egu la t ion o f mar r iage . Lév i -S t r aus s ' o w n theory was there­
fore open to sociological r e in te rp re ta t ion , most no tab ly by Leach. 
I t was on ly w h e n D u m o n t and Needham r e m o v e d this sociological 
d imens ion f r o m the in te l lec tua l i s t theory that the real significance 
of Lévi-Strauss' approach became clear. I shall therefore postpone 
discussion of this con f ron ta t i on to the n e x t chapter . 

b) The Elementary Structures 
Lévi-Strauss ' theory of k insh ip and marr iage seeks to reduce class 
systems, k inship systems and rules of mar r i age to a single 
func t iona l p r inc ip le , the p r inc ip l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y . He aims to 
p rov ide a general theory w h i c h w i l l show that 

'marriage rules, nomenclature, and the systems of rights and obligations are 
indissociable aspects of one and the same reality, viz, the structure of the system 
under consideration' . 2 0 

T h e p r inc ip l e o f r e c i p r o c i t y , expression o f an unconscious need 
for secur i ty , i s mob i l i z ed in the opera t ion of mar r i age rules w i t h i n 
systems of classification. In order to establish the p laus ib i l i ty o f his 
theory Lévi-Strauss has to show, at the v e r y least, that the 
r egu la t ion of marr iage w i t h i n such systems does in fact lead to 
systematic exchange in some meaningful sense. Converse ly , i f i t 
can be s h o w n that exchange is no t in general the result of these 
systems, Lévi-Strauss ' t heo ry of kinship and marr iage can be 
regarded as, at best, implaus ib le . 

In o rde r t o establish e m p i r i c a l l y that the p r i n c i p l e o f r ec ip roc i t y 
can p rov ide an exp lana t ion for systems of k insh ip and mar r iage 
Lévi-Strauss adopts a two-s tage approach. F i r s t l y , he defines w h a t 
he calls ' e lementary structures of k inship ' , w h i c h are idea l - typ ica l 
systems constructed deduc t ive ly as the d i f fe ren t possible ways of 
i m p l e m e n t i n g the p r inc ip l e o f r ec ip roc i ty w i t h a posi t ive rule o f 
mar r i age . T h i s deduct ive exercise reveals that there are on ly a 
v e r y l i m i t e d number o f ways o f do ing this, each associated w i t h a 
pa r t i cu la r marr iage rule expressed in re la t ionship terms. 

Secondly, Lévi-Strauss seeks to show that these ' i d e a l - t y p i c a l ' 
constructs can be used to exp l a in the s t ruc tu ra l features of the 
kinship systems and marriage rules that are found in the ethno-
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graphic l i t e ra tu re . E v a l u a t i o n o f the t h e o r y o f kinship and 
mar r iage thus involves us in asking w h e t h e r the e lementary 
structures do in fact express the p r inc ip le of r e c ip roc i t y , on the 
one hand, and w h e t h e r the e lementary structures can p r o v i d e 
satisfactory explanations of the systems found in the e thnographic 
l i t e ra tu re , on the o ther . 

T h e 'e lementary s t ructures ' that play a cent ra l role in Lévi-
Strauss' study der ive d i r e c t l y f rom the D u r k h e i m i a n Sinologis t 
M a r c e l Granet , whose insp i ra t ion Lévi -St rauss has fu l ly a c k n o w l ­
edged o n l y recent ly. Grane t in t u r n seems to have der ived his ideas 
f r o m v a n W o u d e n , whose w o r k Lév i -S t r aus s d i d no t discuss. 

Grane t sought to e x p l a i n cer ta in Chinese social structures as 
systems of exchange be tween social groups based on l a n d o w n e r -
ship. These social groups w e r e organized i n t o class systems tha t 
Grane t e x p l i c i t l y compared w i t h the A u s t r a l i a n section systems on 
w h i c h Lévi-Strauss bases his discussion of the e lementary 
structures. 

Grane t argued that the groups w e r e re la ted by a c o m p l e x 
system o f exchanges, i nc lud ing the exchange o f w o m e n i n 
marr iage , and he fur ther argued, and here in lies his o r i g i n a l i t y and 
the source of insp i ra t ion for The Elementary Structures, that the 
k inship systems of these societies also expressed this system of 
exchange be tween social groups, bu t f r o m an ego-cent red 
perspective. He then argued that the r egu la t ion of mar r i age 
w i t h i n the kinship system guaranteed the exchange o f w o m e n 
be tween l a n d - o w n i n g groups. The d i f fe ren t social structures tha t 
Grane t isolated, c o m b i n i n g a class system, a k inship system and a 
rule of marr iage w e r e precisely the structures that Lévi -St rauss 
adopted as his ' e lementary structures of k insh ip ' . 

Lévi -St rauss adopted f r o m Granet the s t ruc tu ra l pr inciples on 
w h i c h he b u i l t his o w n analysis, but he re jected sharply Granet ' s 
sociologism and his evo lu t ion i sm. Granet ar ranged his s tructures 
in an evo lu t iona ry succession that was, fo r Lévi-Strauss, based on 
' faci le conjectures ' . 2 1 M o r e o v e r he d i d no t exp l a in exchange as the 
expression of a psychologica l p r inc ip le , no r the kinship systems as 
classifications established in order to secure an exchange. Ra ther 
he argued that exchange is socially enforced and that the k insh ip 
systems reflected the social s t ructure of exogamous l andho ld ing 
units related by a c o m p l e x system of exchanges. 

The exchange of women is for Granet only one aspect of these 
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systems, and the r egu la t ion of marr iage is n o t the cause of the 
systems, bu t rather is an effect necessary to m a i n t a i n the coherence 
o f the systems o f classification, and, behind t h e m , the i n t e g r i t y o f 
the fundamental social groups. Thus the r egu la t ion of mar r iage 
and the systems of classif icat ion we re , fo r Granet , secondary 
expressions of the social o rgan iza t ion of l andho ld ing groups, the 
mar r i age rule being devised in order that the relat ions be tween 
classes, at the object ive l eve l , or k i n categories, at the subjective 
l eve l , be mainta ined. Thus Granet e x p l i c i t l y rejected any in te l l ec ­
tual is t exp lana t ion of these systems: i t is i l l e g i t i m a t e ' to transpose 
a ce r t a in arrangement of society in to a l og ica l sys tem' . 2 2 

A l t h o u g h re ject ing Granet ' s explanations, Lévi-Strauss d i d so 
by s imply i n v e r t i n g Granet 's analysis, e x p l a i n i n g Granet 's systems 
by the i r effects, and genera l iz ing the theory to a l l systems of social 
classif icat ion. To Lévi -S t rauss Granet 's solutions w e r e unneces­
sar i ly compl ica ted , for Grane t sought to exp l a in the c o m m o n 
phenomenon of the r egu l a t i on of marr iage as an exchange by 
reference to a va r i e ty of d i f ferent or ig ins . For Lévi-St rauss , by 
contrast , the universa l i ty of marr iage r egu la t ion meant that the 
rules under invest igat ion 'must possess some secret and c o m m o n 
f u n c t i o n ' , 2 3 and this f unc t i on is to be found in the i r effect, 
exchange. 

We must ask whe the r the invers ion of Granet ' s so lu t ion i s 
possible, and whe ther the general izat ion is l eg i t imate : can al l 
systems of kinship and mar r i age be reduced to the p r inc ip le of 
r ec ip roc i ty? 

c) Systems of Kinship and Marriage 
T h e b u l k of The Elementary Structures comprises a comprehensive, if 
sometimes cavalier, survey of the e thnographic r eco rd in order to 
t r y to establish the centra l thesis that class systems, kinship systems 
and marr iage rules can a l l be reduced to expressions of the 
unconscious pr inc ip le of r ec ip roc i ty . T h e discussion i s v e r y 
deta i led and often technica l and the issues raised have been 
c l a r i f i ed on ly gradual ly over the three decades since the book was 
first published. H o w e v e r the conclusion of the debates is clear and 
almost unanimous on the fundamental po in t : there is no t any 
necessary relat ionship be tween either the f o r m of the k inship 
system, or the f o r m of ob jec t ive classification, o r the posi t ive or 
negat ive rules of mar r iage current in a society, and ei ther the 
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pract ice or the representat ion of mar r i age . The a t tempt to 
generalize Granet 's analysis of marr iage as an exchange runs i n t o 
the d i f f i c u l t y that there is no t any n o n - t r i v i a l sense i n w h i c h 
marr iage is in general e i ther prac t iced or represented as an 
exchange. 

T h e di f f icul t ies for Lévi-Strauss ' t heory arise at a number of 
d i f fe ren t levels. F i r s t ly , k inship and class systems are forms of 
classification that do no t necessarily have any direct sociological 
correlates. Thus it is no t in general the case that these systems 
organize relationships be tween social groups. Lévi-Strauss tends 
repeatedly to confuse social o rgan iza t ion w i t h in te l lec tua l classif i­
ca t ion w h e n the t w o do not necessarily correspond. T h e r e is 
therefore no j u s t i f i c a t i o n for Lévi-Strauss ' i n i t i a l be l i e f that his 
theory was concerned w i t h the sociological explana t ion o f real 
exchanges be tween corpora te groups. T h e in te l lec tua l systems 
w h i c h he examines, even w h e n they can be said to express 
exchange at the leve l of the mode l of the system, do not necessarily 
generate such real exchange relations and indeed may prevent the 
establishment of such exchanges. Th i s d i f f i c u l t y has led Lévi-
Strauss subsequently to insist that he has never been concerned 
w i t h the rea l i ty o f mar r i age but on ly w i t h the ' m o d e l ' o f the 
system. 

Secondly, even at the level of the m o d e l of the system 
fo rmu la t ed in abstract terms as the idea l - typ ica l ' e lementary 
s t ruc ture ' there is no p resumpt ion that the system should generate 
exchange in any n o n - t r i v i a l sense. Lévi-Strauss h imse l f formulates 
the e lementary structures in such a w a y that exchange w i l l take 
place, bu t this f o r m u l a t i o n is gratui tous. 

In par t icu lar the ' e lementary s t ruc ture o f generalized ex ­
change' is fo rmula ted by Lévi-Strauss as mar r iage in a c i rc le : class 
A marr ies in to B w h i c h marries in to C w h i c h marries i n t o A. 
W h e n there are on ly three categories the system, w h i c h is based on 
the p r inc ip le that a w i f e must be taken f r o m a category other than 
the category to w h i c h wives are g iven , does have such cyc l i ca l 
impl ica t ions since B cannot m a r r y in to A nor C in to B nor A i n t o 
C. H o w e v e r as soon as there are more than three categories this is 
not in general the case. Thus the m o d e l of the system does no t 
i m p l y cyc l ica l exchange, nor do na t ive representations o f the 
system necessarily recognize or p r iv i l ege such exchange, nor does 
native practice necessarily produce such cycles. Indeed if the 
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system has a de f in ing s t ruc tura l character is t ic it is that it 
specif ical ly prohibi ts the d i rec t exchange o f w o m e n . 

Lévi-Strauss' response to these d i f f icul t ies has been to argue, 
f i r s t l y , that he is no t in teres ted in whe the r or no t marriages rea l ly 
do take the f o r m of exchange since he is concerned w i t h exchange 
as a psychic, symbol ic r e a l i t y . Thus the w o m a n does no t acquire 
her symbol ic significance, nor the marr iage its symbol ic value , by 
v i r t u e o f its results, bu t b y v i r t u e o f the menta l ' m o d e l ' i t 
expresses, a mode l w h i c h , moreover , is no t a conscious representa­
t i o n , since 'general ized exchange ' is no t usual ly represented 
consciously as such. Thus Lévi-Strauss' t heo ry is concerned w i t h 
the unconscious models of the system. Hence i t is reduced to the 
unfals i f iable , and so e m p t y c l a i m that even w h e n the system is no t 
in prac t ice a system of exchange, even w h e n i t i s no t consciously 
represented as an exchange, and even w h e n exchange is not 
i m p l i c i t in i t , i t is s t i l l unconsciously apprehended as a system of 
exchange. 

T h e r e is no arguing tha t i t w o u l d be possible to use Lévi-Strauss ' 
' e l ementa ry structures ' , even that of 'genera l ized exchange' , to 
produce mar r iage by exchange, but on ly i n the most t r i v i a l sense is 
exchange i m p l i c i t in these structures. Hence to c l a i m that the 
e lementary structures are unconscious models of systems of 
exchange is to rei terate the t r i v i a l c l a i m to w h i c h we have already 
seen the general theory of r ec ip roc i t y reduce. 

A t h i r d k i n d of d i f f i c u l t y arises as soon as we go beyond the 
models to examine the ethnographic data. Lévi-Strauss ' 'e le­
m e n t a r y structures ' are, as we have seen, idea l - typ ica l models in 
w h i c h kinship system, class system and mar r iage rule coincide in 
such a w a y as to regulate marr iage . In prac t ice , however , such a 
coincidence of class systems, kinship systems and mar r i age 
r egu l a t i on is the excep t ion rather than the ru le . 

In the case of class systems it has long been recognized that these 
systems do not in general serve to regulate mar r iage , and do no t 
necessarily correspond to the regula t ion o f mar r iage . Th i s i s w h y 
students of such systems have consistently rejected at tempts to 
e x p l a i n such systems in general as marriage-class systems, and 
have instead expla ined t h e m as ceremonial or as legal ins t i tu t ions . 

In the case of kinship systems too the r egu la t ion of mar r iage 
does no t necessarily correspond w i t h the re la t ionship t e r m i n o l o g y . 
In practice quite different rules of marriage are associated with 
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f o r m a l l y ident ical k inship systems, and o f t en a number of d i f f e ren t 
marr iage rules are associated w i t h a single k insh ip system. So l o n g 
as the marr iage ru le prevents people def ined as ' k i n ' f r o m 
m a r r y i n g one another i t w i l l not d is rupt the classification. I f 
people defined as ' k i n ' are a l l o w e d to m a r r y anomalies can arise 
but even then these need not compromise the existence of the 
kinship system. F ina l ly , many of the mar r i age rules that are 
examined by Lévi-Strauss are no more than vague preferences fo r 
marr iage w i t h pa r t i cu la r categories of k i n tha t are as often b r o k e n 
as they are observed. 

In order to get a round the lack of coincidence be tween the 
regula t ion of marr iage , k inship systems and class systems Lévi-
Strauss introduces a number of expedients tha t f ina l ly depr ive his 
theory of any e m p i r i c a l content . In the case of class systems Lévi-
Strauss explains the i r divergence f r o m the r egu la t ion of mar r i age 
on the most gratui tous evo lu t ionary grounds: the systems mus t 
once have coincided even i f they do not n o w , the divergence b e i n g 
expla ined by the fact tha t the societies in quest ion have changed 
their section system for one reason or another . At other t imes 
Lévi-St rauss explains the divergence by r e f e r r i n g to the lack of 
f a m i l i a r i t y of the natives w i t h his theory , a rgu ing that they are 
' i ncomple t e ly aware ' o f the s t ructura l impl ica t ions o f the i r 
marr iage rules so that they ins t i tu t ional ize the system i n c o r r e c t l y . 2 4 

In the case of the d ivergence be tween k inship system and the 
regu la t ion o f mar r i age Lév i -S t rauss abandons any pretence o f 
r e l a t ing his theory to the e thnographic record . W h e r e the 
regula t ion o f marr iage does no t coincide w i t h the exis t ing k insh ip 
system Lévi-Strauss s imply argues that i t expresses the u n c o n ­
scious awareness o f the possibilities inherent in the rule i f i t w e r e 
associated w i t h another system. In this w a y he reconciles a l l 
manner o f anomalies w i t h his theory: the ro le o f the ma te rna l 
uncle in ma t r i l a t e r a l systems and especially those of the A s i a n 
systems. 

Lévi -St rauss deals w i t h the anomalies in the Asian systems in 
three ways . F i rs t ly , t h r o u g h the me thodo log i ca l device of the 
' reduced m o d e l ' , w h i c h comprises o n l y the centra l terms o f the 
t e r m i n o l o g y in order to s impl i fy the task of exp lana t ion . Secondly, 
Lévi -S t rauss in terprets some of the r e m a i n i n g anomalies in 
d i f fus ionis t -evolut ionis t terms as 'traces and survivals of t w o 
systems, which coexisted'.25 Thirdly, he refers to the unconscious 
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to e x p l a i n the systems as the result of the coexistence of more than 
one elementary s t ruc ture , the e lementary structures ex i s t ing in 
the unconscious m i n d . 2 6 

' Is there any need to emphasize that this book is concerned 
exc lus ive ly w i t h models and not w i t h e m p i r i c a l real i t ies ' w r o t e 
Lévi-Strauss in the Preface to the Second E d i t i o n of The Elementary 
Structures of Kinship. G i v e n Lévi-Strauss' concern w i t h the psy­
cho log ica l , symbolic , significance o f mar r i age this p reoccupat ion 
w i t h the mode l w o u l d b e qui te unexcept ionable i f i t w e r e t o the 
indigenous mode l that he referred. H o w e v e r Lévi-Strauss refers to 
indigenous models o n l y w h e n they happen to accord w i t h his 
theo ry . W h e n indigenous ins t i tu t ions do no t accord w i t h his 
t heo ry he immedia te ly shifts the poin t of reference to a supposedly 
unconscious mode l w h i c h is accessible on ly to Lévi-Strauss and 
w h i c h reveals that the systems that are nei ther in rea l i ty nor in the 
na t ive representations systems of mar r iage exchange are never­
theless expressions of the unconscious apprehension of the 
p r i n c i p l e o f r ec ip roc i ty . Th i s reference beyond any e thnographic 
reference to an inaccessible unconscious f i na l ly deprives the 
t heo ry o f kinship , l ike the theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y o n w h i c h i t i s 
based, of any e m p i r i c a l content at a l l . Since any conceivable 
k insh ip system, class system and marr iage ru le cou ld be reconc i led 
w i t h L é v i - S t r a u s s ' t h e o r y b y means o f the devices o f w h i c h h e 
avails himself, the t heo ry has no exp lana tory value, the supposed 
need to secure exchange h a v i n g become a deeply unconscious need 
that can be unconsciously satisfied w i t h i n any i n s t i t u t i ona l 
f r a m e w o r k at a l l . 

A l t h o u g h the a t t empt to exp la in systems of k inship by reference 
to the i r supposed role in r egu la t ing marr iage as an exchange must 
be adjudged a resounding fai lure this does not dispose of the m o r e 
fundamenta l aspects of Lévi-St rauss ' approach tha t we re discussed 
ear l ier . A l t h o u g h it fa i led , The Elementary Structures d i d set ou t to 
destroy reduct ionis t theories of social classification. In The 
Elementary Structures Lévi-Strauss argued that systems of classifica­
t i o n cou ld not be exp la ined either in terms of the subject ive 
apprehension of the systems expressed in conscious representations 
o r in terms o f some supposedly more fundamenta l rea l i ty , w h e t h e r 
economic , po l i t i c a l o r affect ive , but cou ld o n l y be exp la ined in 
terms o f the i r o w n i m m a n e n t propert ies . I t i s this a t tempt to show, 
more generally, that the 'true' or 'objective' meaning of ideologi-
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cal systems is inherent in those systems and cannot be found 
beyond them that is the dis t inguishing character is t ic of s t ruc­
tura l i sm. The fact that Lévi-St rauss d i d n o t discover the immanen t 
meaning of the systems of kinship that he e x p l o r e d does no t ru le 
the pro jec t out of hand. In the nex t chapter we shall see h o w this 
project was taken up by Lévi-Strauss ' f o l l o w e r s . 
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V. The Impact of The Elementary 
Structures of Kinship 
1 T H E T H E O R Y O F K I N S H I P 

In the last chapter I ind ica ted the reasons w h y Lévi-Strauss ' theory 
of k inship is unacceptable. I have argued, on the one hand, that the 
models constructed by Lévi-Strauss do no t necessarily generate 
the exchange o f w o m e n a t the level e i ther o f the m o d e l o r o f 
r ea l i t y and, on the o ther hand, that k inship systems found in the 
e thnographic l i t e ra tu re cannot be exp la ined in terms o f Lév i -
Strauss' e lementary structures. T h e a t t empt to expla in ins t i tu t ions 
of k inship and marr iage in terms of the need to exchange must be 
adjudged a to ta l fa i lure . M o r e detai led technical considerat ion of 
Lévi-Strauss ' analyses w o u l d serve on ly to re inforce these con­
clusions. 

In this chapter I w a n t to broaden discussion for i t is v e r y 
c o m m o n , indeed i t c o u l d almost be said to be the rule, for the most 
p roduc t i ve theories to be those that are most in e r ro r . Lévi-
Strauss' theory qualifies on the la t ter score, and there is no doubt 
that it has generated a v e r y extensive debate that has gone far 
beyond Lévi-Strauss' o r i g i n a l design, a debate that has had a major 
i m p a c t w i t h i n an th ropo logy and far beyond. 

Evaluat ions of The Elementary Structures by anthropologists have 
been var ied , becoming more unfavourable w i t h the course o f t ime . 
Thus H a r t w r o t e in an ear ly r ev i ew ' i t i s no exaggera t ion to say 
tha t this book does for social o rgan iza t ion w h a t The Origin of the 
Species d i d for b i o l o g y ' , w h i l e K o r n ' s more recent conclus ion is 
tha t the book 'arranges some of the most in teres t ing ideas 
conceived by Lévi -St rauss ' predecessors in many decades of social 
an th ropo logy , bu t in a rhe to r ica l , i l l - o r d e r e d and c o n t r a d i c t o r y 
scheme. I t i s b u i l t u p o n defective reasoning combined w i t h 
def ic ient or mistaken reports of the e thnographic facts'. N e e d h a m 
regarded The Elementary Structures as 'a masterpiece, a socio logica l 
classic of the f irst r a n k ' in 1962, but by 1971 had come to endorse 
the conclusions of his student K o r n . 

86 
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A l t h o u g h Lévi-Strauss continues assiduously to defend his w o r k 
and insists ' I reject no t one par t o f the theore t i ca l inspi ra t ion o r o f 
the me thod , nor any of the principles of i n t e rp re t a t i on ' , there is no 
doubt tha t in retrospect The Elementary Structures can be seen to be 
theore t ica l ly confused, me thodo log ica l ly e x t r e m e l y unsound and 
empirically, where o r i g i n a l , inadequate. 1 For anthropologists The 
Elementary Structures is as m u c h a part of the i r h i s tory as is the w o r k 
of M o r g a n or Fraser, an insp i ra t ion that has been assimilated and 
discarded. B u t despite a l l its technical and theore t i ca l inadequacies, 
The Elementary Structures has had an enormous impact . 

Lévi-Strauss' focus on r ec ip roc i ty was re jec ted at an ear ly date, 
e v e n by his closest f o l l ower s , for there was no w a y in w h i c h this 
theory cou ld be r a t i ona l l y sustained. Thus Needham c r i t i c i z e d 
Lév i -S t r auss for be ing concerned w i t h r e c i p r o c i t y w h e n his book 
was rea l ly about conceptual schemes. For Needham 'prescr ip t ive 
alliance systems are indeed elementary s t ruc tures—not of k insh ip , 
but o f c lass i f icat ion ' . 2 S i m i l a r l y the w o r k was on ly rea l ly taken 
seriously as a c o n t r i b u t i o n to the study of p a r t i c u l a r l y systematic 
classificatory kinship systems, w h a t N e e d h a m has come to ca l l 
'p rescr ip t ive systems'. Thus for anthropologists the general theory 
of r ec ip roc i t y and the universalist claims of the analysis w e r e 
largely ignored. T h e interest of The Elementary Structures fo r 
anthropologists was no t that i t refounded sociology but that i t 
challenged the o r t h o d o x interpreta t ions of k inship systems. 

T h e dominant i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of kinship systems saw k i n terms as 
expressions of the status relat ions be tween ego and other members 
of his or her society. T h e ascr ipt ion of the same t e r m to d i f fe ren t 
people was taken to i m p l y that the status of these people in r e l a t i on 
to ego was the same. In general these statuses w e r e seen as 
o r i g i n a t i n g in the relationships in the nuclear f a m i l y and be tween 
near relatives and then be ing extended in some w a y beyond those 
close relatives to m o r e distant relatives. For example Radc l i f f e -
B r o w n argued that k insh ip terms were used to categorize people 
according to their r ights and duties in r e l a t i on to ego, o r i g i n a t i n g 
in the nuclear f a m i l y and being extended on the basis of the 
assumption of lineage u n i t y . Others have based the ca tegor iza t ion 
on affect ive considerations or on j u r a l or m o r a l r ights , and have 
in t roduced other pr inciples in addi t ion to that o f lineage u n i t y . 

Th i s approach to k insh ip systems ref lec ted a v i e w of social 
structure in which the corporate descent group is primary and the 
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relat ions be tween the i nd iv idua l and the descent g roup are 
media ted t h rough relat ions w i t h i n the nuclear f ami ly . T h e system 
of kinship reflects non-k insh ip relat ions, so the theory is a 
reduct ionis t one, and i t corresponds to a par t i cu la r concep t ion of 
social s t ructure. Th i s i n t e rp re t a t i on was one that w o r k e d qui te 
w e l l in A f r i c a , w h e r e corpora te descent groups do indeed p lay a 
fundamental ro le in social o rgan iza t ion , but elsewhere i t d i d run 
i n t o d i f f icul t ies that l ed it to pro l i fe ra te ad hoc explanat ions. 

T h i s approach to k insh ip systems had many weaknesses. Its 
r educ t ion i sm tended to be too crude to accommodate the 
c o m p l e x i t y o f k insh ip systems; the p r i o r i t y i t a t t r i b u t e d to 
corpora te descent groups was too g l ib ; the extensionist hypothesis 
that p r i v i l eged genealogical ly close k i n smacked of e thnocentr i sm. 
These aspects a l l came under attack in the debate that f o l l o w e d 
The Elementary Structures, bu t they w e r e not the focus of Lévi-
Strauss' challenge. W h a t Lévi-Strauss d i d do was to replace one 
reduc t ion ism by another and to challenge the p r i o r i t y g iven to the 
p r inc ip l e o f descent. 

W h i l e the s ta r t ing p o i n t of descent theory is the nuclear f a m i l y , 
Lévi-Strauss insisted tha t society on ly began at the poin t at w h i c h 
nuclear families entered in to relations w i t h one another. Thus the 
basic un i t , the ' a t om of k inship ' , i s no t the nuclear f ami ly , bu t the 
i n t e r l i n k i n g o f nuclear families t h r o u g h marr iage: 

' I t was established that it was impossible to derive kinship, even when envisaged 
at its most elementary level, solely from consideration of the biological order: 
kinship could not be born simply from the union of sexes and the breeding of 
children; it implies f rom the beginning something else, that is the social alliance of 
biological families of w h i c h at least one cedes a sister or a daughter to another 
biological family. That, and that alone, is the universal principle wh ich the text of 
1945 (1945c) stated, and w h i c h Les Structures Elémentaires de la Parenté sought to 
demonstrate. ' 3 

T h i s change of focus seems very s imple, bu t its impl ica t ions are 
considerable, since i t changes the meaning of the mar r i age 
r e l a t ion . For descent theory the marr iage re la t ion is de r iva t i ve 
f r o m relations of descent and consanguini ty and so has no 
independent ro le to p lay . This is possible because the k inship 
systems w i t h w h i c h we are concerned are closed systems in w h i c h 
a no t iona l connec t ion i n terms o f descent ( s t r i c t l y speaking ' f i l i ­
ation') and consanguinity can always be traced, without any 



The Impact of T h e E lementa ry Structures of K i n s h i p 89 

reference to mar r i age . Thus the w o m a n w h o is to be ego's w i f e is 
also, no t iona l ly , his mothe r ' s brother 's daughter . F o r L é v i - S t r a u s s , 
however , marr iage is an o r ig ina l r e l a t i on , a t the centre of 
explanations of k inship phenomena. Thus for Lévi -St rauss w h a t i s 
s ignif icant is not that the w o m a n in quest ion is a mother ' s b ro ther ' s 
daughter but that she is a prospective spouse. Thus the mar r i age 
re l a t ion comes to p lay a role in the cons t i t u t i on of kinship systems 
as cen t ra l as that of the relations of consanguini ty and descent. 

For most anthropologists the posi t ive value of The Elementary 
Structures consisted in its d r a w i n g a t t en t ion to the role of mar r i age 
as a so l idar iz ing social re la t ion and as a p r inc ip le of social 
c las i f icat ion that had been unduly neglected by descent theorists. 
Lévi-Strauss was ce r t a in ly not the o n l y , or even the f i rs t , 
anthropologis t to do this , but his book was ce r ta in ly the most 
in f luen t i a l challenge to descent theory because i t made its c la ims 
for the p r i o r i t y o f the marr iage r e l a t i o n in such radical and 
p rovoca t ive terms, c l a i m i n g not s imply that the p r inc ip le c o u l d 
help sort out some of the anomalies of descent theory , bu t tha t i t 
was the basis of a l l k insh ip systems. R e c o g n i t i o n of the indepen­
dent impor tance of the marr iage r e l a t i o n does not , h o w e v e r , 
depend on acceptance o f Lév i -S t r aus s ' t heo ry o f r e c i p r o c i t y , le t 
alone of the universal is t ic ambit ions of this theory . Thus this lesson 
can perfect ly w e l l be assimilated by other an th ropo log ica l 
t rad i t ions , and this is essentially w h a t E d m u n d Leach has done. 

Leach emerged f r o m the t r a d i t i o n o f M a l i n o v s k i a n f u n c t i o n ­
al ism, and his theore t ica l o r i en t a t i on remains essentially f u n c t i o n ­
alist, b r i n g i n g t o func t iona l i sm a n e w concern w i t h relat ionships. 
Leach retains the funct ional is t concern w i t h society as a system 
w h i c h relates var ious sub-systems of a single w h o l e . Hence fo r 
Leach kinship phenomena are to be unders tood in te rms of 
economic and p o l i t i c a l phenomena, and no t in re la t ion to the 
m i n d . 

I n Pul Elija Leach sees landed p rope r ty as the basis o f the social 
s t ructure , w i t h the k inship system as a superst ructural 
phenomenon. In his analysis of the k i n t e r m tabu he explains the 
t e r m as a category w o r d whose p r i m a r y meaning derives f r o m 
outside the kinship con tex t . T h e t e r m is analyzed by t r ea t i ng the 
t e r m i n o l o g y as an ideo logy w h i c h reflects cer ta in aspects of the 
social o rganiza t ion . For Leach exchange relat ions are seen as be ing 
social relations and no t relations be tween conceptual categories. 
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He shares w i t h func t iona l i sm a concern w i t h social re la t ions as 
means of securing so l ida r i t y , his i n n o v a t i o n be ing the r ecogn i t i on 
of the marr iage r e l a t i on as a means of securing alliance at least on a 
par w i t h the descent r e l a t i on . Hence he has f o l l o w e d Lévi-Strauss 
in ana lyz ing the r e l a t i on w i t h the mother ' s b ro the r as a r e l a t i on 
cons t i tu ted by mar r i age , and not a r e l a t i o n based on Fortes ' 
p r i n c i p l e o f ' complemen ta ry f i l i a t i o n ' . 

A l t h o u g h many have regarded Leach as an in te rpre te r of Lévi-
Strauss' w o r k , Leach has assimilated some of Lévi-Strauss ' claims 
to a t r a d i t i o n comple t e ly al ien to Lévi-Strauss ' in tent ions . Lévi-
Strauss has, therefore, consistently rejected Leach's i n t e rp r e t a t i on 
of his w o r k in the most vehement terms, and in pa r t i cu la r has 
rejected Leach's a t t emp t to make Lévi-Strauss ' theory i n t o a 
socio logica l r educ t ion i sm. For Lévi-Strauss the kinship system 
does no t reflect mar r i age relationships, it is a device designed to 
create and to regulate those relat ionships. Thus ' the p r i m a r y 
f u n c t i o n of a kinship system is to define categories f r o m w h i c h to 
set up a cer ta in type of marr iage r eg u l a t i o n ' , hence 'a k inship 
system is an a rb i t r a ry system of representations, not the spon­
taneous development of a real s i t ua t i on ' . 4 

Lévi-Strauss rejects any sociological reduct ionis t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 
fo r w h i c h the kinship system expresses social relat ions. For Lévi-
Strauss it is the social relat ions that express the kinship system, and 
the kinship system is fundamental because it is established in o rder 
to create the social relat ions that h o l d society together , the 
exchange of w o m e n . T h e kinship system is an in te l l ec tua l 
const ruct , created (unconsciously) by the m i n d and expressing 
o n l y kinship pr inciples . 

Lévi-Strauss sees his theory as an in te l lec tual i s t ra ther than a 
sociologist ic theory , k insh ip systems be ing in te l lec tua l classifica­
t ions created by the m i n d , constrained o n l y by the inherent 
proper t ies o f the m i n d . For Lév i -S t rauss the impor tance o f his 
t h e o r y i s no t that i t modif ies ex i s t ing in terpre ta t ions of k insh ip 
systems, but that i t offers a comple te ly d i f fe ren t approach to the 
social . 

In his anxie ty to defend his o r i g ina l pos i t ion Lévi-Strauss has no t 
c l a r i f i e d the issues in his subsequent con t r ibu t ions . T h e result has 
been that he has fal len be tween t w o stools, enraging 'sociologists ' 
w i t h his metaphysical ' i n te l l ec tua l i sm ' , bu t f a i l i n g to satisfy the 
more rigorous 'intellectualists' because of his desire to retain 
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sociological points o f reference. Lév i -S t r aus s h imse l f w i s e l y 
abandoned the study of k inship phenomena after the p u b l i c a t i o n of 
I'he Elementary Structures and lef t his w o r k to be developed and 
c lar i f ied by others. T h e r e is no doubt, h o w e v e r , that the thrus t of 
l .cvi-Strauss ' w o r k is in te l lec tual is t , as was recognized by D a v y , 
the doyen o f the D u r k h e i m i a n school, i n an ear ly r e v i e w w h i c h 
saw the i n t r o d u c t i o n of sociological a rgument as ' i m p r u d e n t ' and a 
dangerous supplement to the in te l lec tual is t a rgument . 5 

Thi s in te l lectual is t approach has been c l a r i f i ed and developed 
by anthropologists emerg ing f r o m the O x f o r d t r a d i t i o n , insp i red 
o r i g i n a l l y , a t least in par t , by Lévi-Strauss , but subsequently 
developing thei r s t ruc tura l i s t approach in oppos i t ion to Lévi -
Strauss' persistent a t t empt to sustain his reduct ionis t t heo ry of 
r ec ip roc i ty . 

2 F E M I N I S M A N D T H E E X C H A N G E O F 

W O M E N 

Before consider ing the s tructural is t deve lopment o f Lév i -S t rauss ' 
theory of kinship i t i s w o r t h l o o k i n g b r i e f l y a t another use that has 
been made of Lévi-Strauss ' theory. I have already noted that Lévi-
Strauss' theory had an immedia te appeal fo r Simone de Beauvo i r , 
w h o in te rpre ted the theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y i n existential is t terms. 
H o w e v e r i t was no t on ly its existent ial is t resonances that s t ruck 
Simone de Beauvo i r . M o r e i m p o r t a n t l y Lévi -St rauss was o f f e r i n g 
a general theory o f the subordinat ion o f w o m e n , o f the r e d u c t i o n 
o f the w o m a n to an object o f exchange be tween men, w h i c h de 
Beauvoi r immedia te ly absorbed in to her classic w o r k The Second 
Sex. 

T h e o r i g i n a l i t y o f this theory i s that the subord ina t ion o f 
w o m e n is not a t f i rs t sight expla ined in t r ad i t i ona l terms by the 
supposed b io log ica l necessity o f the func t iona l d i f f e ren t i a t ion o f 
roles w i t h i n the universa l nuclear f a m i l y : the subord ina t ion o f 
w o m e n has a social foundat ion , in the relat ions be tween famil ies , 
and not a b io log ica l foundat ion , in a supposedly na tura l d i v i s i o n of 
labour w i t h i n the f a m i l y . T h e subord ina t ion o f w o m e n i s therefore 
associated w i t h a pa r t i cu la r type of society, a society based on the 
resolut ion of the oppos i t ion be tween the self and the o the r by 
means of exchange. In this w a y de Beauvo i r in terprets the 
subordination of women as a reflection of a particular resolution 
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o f the fundamental exis tent ia l is t d i l e m m a o f the r e l a t ion be tween 
subject and object , se l f and other . T h e l i b e r a t i o n o f w o m e n 
requires that w o m e n make the ex is ten t ia l choice and refuse to 
accept the i r ascr ipt ion as Others , as objects, and recognize instead 
tha t they too are subjects. Subord ina t ion is therefore no t inscr ibed 
in b i o l o g y , i t i s the result o f 'bad f a i t h ' , o f the denial o f the 
ex is ten t ia l self. 

M o r e recent ly Lévi-Strauss ' t heory has been taken up in a 
somewhat d i f ferent theore t ica l con tex t , as a complement to the 
psychoanalyt ic theory of sexual i ty , and especially to Lacan's 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f Freud, that i t se l f leans heavi ly on Lév i -S t rauss . 
T h e m a i n exponent o f this i n t e rp re t a t i on i s Ju l ie t M i t c h e l l , i n her 
i n f l u e n t i a l book Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974). 

M i t c h e l l regards Lévi-Strauss' analysis as be ing i m p o r t a n t for 
t w o reasons. F i rs t ly , because the t heo ry of r ec ip roc i t y provides a 
t heo ry of society that can complement the psychoanalyt ic t heo ry 
o f the i n d i v i d u a l , the l i n k be ing p r o v i d e d by the incest p r o h i b i t i o n 
w h i c h is the basis of the Oedipus c o m p l e x . Secondly, because the 
t heo ry asserts that i t is no t the nuclear f a m i l y , but the many and 
v a r i e d forms o f relat ions o f exchange be tween families that create 
society. Thus the Oedipus complex is no t an expression of the 
pa t r i a rcha l bourgeois f a m i l y , as cr i t ics of Freud had charged, bu t is 
an expression of the exchange that makes cu l tu re possible in every 
society, an expression tha t takes a d i f fe ren t f o r m w i t h i n d i f fe ren t 
f a m i l y structures. I n ou r society, w h e r e exchange o f k i n i s o f 
l i m i t e d significance, the f a m i l y exists in i sola t ion and the Oedipus 
c o m p l e x takes an intense, and c o n t r a d i c t o r y , f o r m . In o ther 
societies the Oedipus c o m p l e x and the Freudian unconscious also 
exis t , bu t they exist in a d i f ferent f o r m . 

M i t c h e l l ' s conclusion is that the d i s t i nc t i on be tween the sexes is 
a universa l one, but i t is no t based on b i o l o g y , i t is an expression of 
the cu l tu ra l universal o f exchange, media ted t h rough the Oedipus 
c o m p l e x and the ideo logy o f ' p a t r i a r chy ' . W o m e n are no t , 
therefore , oppressed by men, they are oppressed by pa t r i a rchy . 
T h e conclusion i s that the l i be ra t ion of w o m e n depends on the 
o v e r t h r o w of pa t r i a rchy , and that in ou r society the condi t ions for 
this o v e r t h r o w exist in the c o n t r a d i c t i o n be tween pa t r i a r chy , 
i n t e rna l i zed in the f o r m of the Oedipus complex , and the nuclear 
f a m i l y in w h i c h i t i s embodied . 

Although it is not altogether clear what this contradiction is, or 
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w h y i t appears p a r t i c u l a r l y in a capi ta l is t society, i t seems tha t 
M i t c h e l l ' s a rgument is that for some reason the l a w of exchange, 
and so pa t r ia rchy , has o u t l i v e d its usefulness and n o w persists as an 
ideology that i s r eproduced t h rough its i n t e rna l i z a t i on by means of 
the Oedipus complex and is perhaps r e in fo rced by other means. I t 
is therefore n o w possible for w o m e n to engage in a p o l i t i c a l 
s truggle to o v e r t h r o w pa t r i a rchy and so to create a n e w society in 
w h i c h w o m e n w i l l be l ibera ted . For M i t c h e l l this struggle i s qui te 
d is t inc t f r om, and, i t seems, unconnected w i t h , a para l le l s t ruggle 
that sets class against class and w i l l resul t i n the o v e r t h r o w o f 
capital is t society. 

M i t c h e l l ' s account is v e r y eclectic, insp i red by bo th de B e a u v o i r 
and Lacan, and the a rgument is not at a l l clear, especially at the 
most c r i t i c a l points: i t is no t clear w h y pa t r i a r chy is ou tmoded , so 
that i t persists o n l y as an ideology, nor is i t clear w h y , i f this is the 
case, it does surv ive as an ideology. It is no t clear w h a t the 
con t r ad i c t i on is be tween pa t r ia rchy and the nuclear f a m i l y . I t is 
not clear whe the r pa t r i a rchy is mere ly an ideology in our society, 
so that the l i b e r a t i o n of w o m e n requires o n l y that they renounce 
the i r stigmata, or w h e t h e r i t continues to express par t icu la r social 
relat ions, so that fundamental social change is required. It is no t 
clear w h a t f o r m the struggle against pa t r i a rchy w o u l d take, 
whe the r i t w o u l d be a struggle against the ideology of pa t r i a r chy , 
or against the p r o h i b i t i o n of incest that underlies the Oedipus 
complex , o r against the economic or p o l i t i c a l subord ina t ion of 
w o m e n , o r whe the r i t w o u l d take the f o r m o f mass psychoanalysis. 
H o w e v e r such ambigui t ies are no t surpr i s ing since M i t c h e l l ' s 
account is admi t t ed ly tentat ive . 

Subsequent developments of this approach have re l ied d i r e c t l y 
on Lacan to develop a psychoanalytic t heo ry of pa t r ia rchy . These 
developments, and indeed the w o r k of Lacan himself, lean heavi ly 
on Lév i -S t r auss ' t heory o f r ec ip roc i ty to j u s t i f y the universal and 
non-sexist claims of psychoanalysis, in p r o v i d i n g a l i n k be tween 
society and the psyche and in g i v i n g sexual d i f f e ren t i a t ion a 
c u l t u r a l , and so var iab le , foundat ion. 

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , a t t r ac t ive as such fo rmula t ions may be, there is 
no j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r using Lévi -S t rauss ' theory in this w a y . T h e 
previous sections should have established the inadequacy of the 
theory of r e c i p r o c i t y for present purposes. F i rs t ly , I have shown 
that there is no justification for the claim that exchange is 
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ubiqui tous , let alone p r i m a r y , even in non- l i t e ra te societies, no r is 
there any j u s t i f i c a t i on fo r the p resumpt ion that whe re exchange 
does take place i t is the exchange of w o m e n that is p r i m a r y . T h e 
exchange of w o m e n in marr iage , w h e r e marr iage is represented as 
such, is s imply one exchange in a c o m p l e x n e t w o r k of real and 
symbol i c interact ions that seal an all iance that more of ten than not 
has impor t an t , i f no t fundamental , p o l i t i c a l , economic, legal o r 
re l ig ious dimensions: marr iage seals an all iance, it does no t 
m o t i v a t e o r create i t . 

Secondly, there is no j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r the c l a i m that exchange, 
or exogamy ( w h i c h is w h a t ' exchange ' reduces t o ) , has a 
psychological founda t ion . Exchange is a social i n s t i t u t ion , w h e r e 
i t exists, that relates social groups to one another: famil ies , 
households, loca l groups, lineages, clans, sections, moiet ies or 
wha teve r . Exchange is not a r e l a t ion be tween ind iv idua ls , 
a l though a number o f individuals w i l l have roles to play i n a 
pa r t i cu la r n e t w o r k o f exchange. The re is, therefore, no j u s t i f i c a ­
t i o n for connect ing the in s t i t u t ion o f exogamy o r o f exchange 
w i t h the f o r m a t i o n o f the i nd iv idua l psyche. 

I n par t icu lar the a u t h o r i t y o f men over w o m e n that underl ies 
the fact that i t is w o m e n w h o are g iven in marr iage is no t a 
personal au thor i ty , that has a psychological or an ideo log ica l 
foundat ion , it is a pub l ic au tho r i ty that expresses the fact that it is 
m e n w h o dominate the appropr ia te social g roup , and this g roup is, 
m o r e often than not , a m u c h w i d e r g roup than the nuclear f a m i l y . 
Thus we are concerned w i t h a pub l i c and p o l i t i c a l a u t h o r i t y , 
w h i c h cannot be g iven a psychological or ideologica l founda t ion . 
T h e r e is no j u s t i f i c a t i o n for using the theory of exchange 
( exogamy) to establish a l i n k be tween pa t r i a rcha l social structures 
and the Freudian theory of the Oedipus complex . 

T h i r d l y , the last conclusion is r e in fo rced w h e n i t is r emembered 
tha t the incest p r o h i b i t i o n is quite d is t inc t f r o m the r egu l a t i on of 
mar r i age . This is not a pedantic poin t , f o r the d i f ferent sets of rules 
affect different categories of people, d i f fe ren t social groups, 
d i f fe ren t authori t ies . Th i s severance o f the l i n k be tween the t w o 
breaks any possible universa l l i n k be tween the Oedipus c o m p l e x 
and the regula t ion o f marr iage ( a l though , o f course, specific 
connections m i g h t be postulated in pa r t i cu la r societies). 

We must conclude that the more general impl ica t ions d r a w n 
from this kind of analysis are equally without foundation: there are 
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no grounds for r ega rd ing the Oedipus c o m p l e x as the p o i n t of 
intersect ion of the psychic and the social , the poin t a t w h i c h the 
i n d i v i d u a l is subordinated to cu l ture w h i l e being dis t inguished 
f r o m i t , so there are no grounds for seeing the Freudian 
unconscious as the mee t i ng po in t of the i n d i v i d u a l psyche and the 
co l lec t ive symbol ic systems of cu l ture and ideology. Consequent ly 
there are no grounds for using Lévi-Strauss ' theory of r e c i p r o c i t y 
as the means of e x t e n d i n g the app l ica t ion of Freudian psycho­
analyt ic theories f r o m the psyche to cu l t u r e and ideology, as has 
recent ly been a t t empted by those w h o have developed this 
approach f o l l o w i n g the insp i ra t ion o f M i t c h e l l and Lacan. F ina l ly , 
there is no j u s t i f i c a t i o n for using Lévi-Strauss ' theory of r e c i p r o c i t y 
to rescue Freud's t heo ry of the psyche f r o m charges of sexism and 
e thnocentr ism. In short , Lév i -S t rauss cannot p rov ide Freud w i t h a 
l i f e -be l t . 

I n fact, i f w e r e t u r n t o L é v i - S t r a u s s ' o w n theory o f r e c i p r o c i t y 
we can see that, far f r o m rescuing Freud f r o m charges of sexism, 
Lévi-Strauss' t heory is t ho rough ly sexist. N o t in the t r i v i a l sense 
that Lévi-Strauss asserts that i t is a lways men w h o exchange 
w o m e n ( i f exchange is an unconscious gloss on the systems there is 
no reason w h y they should not be i n t e rp r e t ed as systems in w h i c h , 
unconsciously, w o m e n exchange m e n : the subord ina t ion o f 
w o m e n to men is no t inherent in the structures of the systems, 
w h i c h are per fec t ly symmet r i ca l , bu t i n the i r appl ica t ion) . Lév i -
Strauss' theory is sexist in that his exp l ana t ion of the un ive r sa l i ty 
o f exchange presupposes the subord ina t ion o f w o m e n in the 
pa t r ia rcha l f a m i l y as a phenomenon tha t is p r i o r to exchange, and 
so p r i o r to cu l tu re . Thus , con t ra ry to M i t c h e l l ' s i n t e rp re t a t i on , 
Lévi-Strauss does e x p l a i n the fact tha t i t is men w h o exchange 
w o m e n in b io log i ca l terms, and he does regard w o m e n as be ing 
pre-social beings. 

T h e need for exchange derives for Lévi-Strauss f r o m the tensions 
set up by the polygamous tendency of a l l m e n and the fact that each 
covets his neighbour ' s w o m e n . Exchange is necessary because 
w o m e n are a s y m b o l i c and ma te r i a l asset of men. Thus the 
necessity for exchange, as w e l l as its poss ib i l i ty , depends on the 
fact that men already have au tho r i t y ove r w o m e n . 

T h e counterpar t o f this i s that the needs of w o m e n are i g n o r e d 
comple te ly : w o m e n feel no deep polygamous tendency, no r do 
they covet their neighbour's men, nor do they need to exchange 
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m e n to achieve social i n t eg ra t ion . Thus , w h i l e men are in tegra ted 
i n t o society t h r o u g h exchange, in w h i c h w o m e n appear o n l y as 
objects exchanged, w o m e n are in tegra ted i n t o society t h r o u g h 
the i r pa r t i c ipa t ion in the na tura l ly cons t i tu ted nuclear f ami ly . 
M e n ' s psychological needs require the establishment of society, 
w h i l e women ' s can be satisfied w i t h i n the b io log i ca l f a m i l y . 
M o r e o v e r i t cannot be c l a imed that these psychological needs are 
the product o f pa t r i a rcha l society, for the un iversa l i ty of pa t r i a r chy 
is then unexpla ined . It is these inheren t psychological needs that 
e x p l a i n the un ive r sa l i ty o f pa t r ia rchy . T h e i m p l i c a t i o n i s tha t i f 
pa t r i a rchy responds to universal psychologica l needs it is necessary. 

For Lévi-Strauss, therefore , the a rgument that i t is the relat ions 
be tween families, and no t the f a m i l y , that is the basis of society is 
n o t an argument that l iberates w o m e n , i t is one that consigns the i r 
subordina t ion to the presocial . T h e nuclear f a m i l y pre-exists 
society, and it is in the f a m i l y that relat ions be tween the sexes are 
established, based on the na tura l d i v i s i o n of labour . Society on ly 
emerges w i t h the c rea t ion o f relations be tween families, w h i c h are 
relat ions in w h i c h w o m e n do not par t ic ipa te bu t to w h i c h they are 
subjected. Hence relat ions be tween m e n and men are social, 
relat ions be tween w o m e n and men are na tura l , and relat ions 
be tween w o m e n and w o m e n ignored . Lévi-Strauss i s clear and 
unambiguous 

' exactly in the same way that the principle of sexual division of labour establishes 
a mutual dependency between the sexes, compell ing them thereby to perpetuate 
themselves and to found a family, the prohib i t ion of incest establishes a mutual 
dependency between families, compelling them, in order to perpetuate them­
selves, to give rise to new families'. 

'Society belongs to the realm of culture whi le the family is the emanation, on the 
social level, of those natural requirements w i t h o u t wh ich there w o u l d be no 
society, and indeed no mankind . ' 6 

3 F R O M S T R U C T U R E S T O 

S T R U C T U R A L I S M 

The Elementary Structures of Kinship is a v e r y confused and 
p r o f o u n d l y ambiguous w o r k and this is, a t least in par t , because i t 
is m a r k e d by the uneasy coexistence of b o t h a sociological and an 
in te l lec tual i s t i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of k inship systems. I t i s on ly r e t r o ­
spectively, in the light of the subsequent development of Lévi-
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Strauss' thought and of the s t ructural is t movement , that we can 
see the in te l lec tual is t i n t e rp re t a t ion as dominan t , and so see The 
Elementary Structures as a t ransi t ional w o r k . 

S t ruc tura l i sm i s based on the re jec t ion of any k i n d of ' r educ­
t i o n i s m ' that w o u l d e x p l a i n the meaning o f symbol ic systems by 
reference to a n y t h i n g beyond those systems, whe the r i t be by 
reference to some na tu ra l or social founda t ion or to some p r i o r 
conscious or unconscious meaning. S t ruc tu ra l i sm at tempts to 
develop an objec t ive analysis of meaning that refuses to go beyond 
the immedia te data. I t therefore seeks the meaning of a symbol ic 
system th rough a p u r e l y immanent analysis that considers o n l y the 
in te rna l relationships established by that system, and that excludes 
f r o m considerat ion any ex te rna l ly def ined content . 

In order to see h o w the in te l l ec tua l i sm in t roduced by Lévi-
Strauss in to The Elementary Structures leads us to s t ruc tura l i sm it is 
necessary to r e t u r n to Lév i -S t rauss ' concep t ion o f society and o f 
the nature of soc io logy, for this has changed in the deve lopment 
f r o m the early analyses of r e c i p r o c i t y to the later approach of The 
Elementary Structures. 

T h e early analyses o f r ec ip roc i ty , and the first few chapters o f 
The Elementary Structures, w e r e concerned w i t h c o m p l e t i n g D u r k ­
he imian social m o r p h o l o g y : they w e r e concerned to discover the 
psychological foundat ions of the d i s t r i bu t i ve and r ed i s t r ibu t ive 
mechanisms that made i t possible fo r stable social structures to 
exist . T h e structures o f r ec ip roc i t y are the n e t w o r k s o f social 
relations be tween the const i tuent corpora te groups of the society. 
Thus by c o m b i n i n g D u r k h e i m ' s Division of Labour in Society w i t h 
Mauss ' The Gift Lévi-Strauss is able to locate the psychologica l 
underpinnings of D u r k h e i m ' s mechanica l so l idar i ty . Th i s i s no 
longer based on the i r r a t i o n a l awe tha t society inspires in the 
p r i m i t i v e m i n d , i t i s based on a pe r fec t ly ra t iona l apprec ia t ion of 
the ma te r i a l and psychologica l benefits of l i v i n g in a society based 
on r ec ip roc i ty . 

H o w e v e r the b u l k of The Elementary Structures is no t about such 
real structures of r e c i p r o c i t y a t a l l , i t i s about the systems of 
representations o f k insh ip embodied, above a l l , i n the system o f 
terms by w h i c h k i n address one another . This is because Lévi-
Strauss' interest has shifted f r o m the sociological f u n c t i o n of 
d i s t r i b u t i o n to the psychological founda t ion of k inship systems 
which is, supposedly, to satisfy a psychological need for security 
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by representing mar r i age symbol i ca l ly as an exchange. Once 
a t t en t ion has shifted to the symbol ic i t becomes i r re levan t whe the r 
or no t exchange rea l ly takes place. W h a t matters for social 
so l ida r i ty is that the members of society t h i n k that the i r 
relationships are rec ip roca l . 

F r o m this po in t of v i e w w h a t i s i m p o r t a n t i s not the objec t ive 
fact o f exchange, bu t the meaning of the act o f exchange for the 
i n d i v i d u a l engaged in i t . W h a t gives the act its mean ing as an 
exchange is no t the object ive fact of exchange, nor an i n d i v i d u a l 
conscious decision to t reat the act as an exchange, but the system 
o f social representations w i t h i n w h i c h i t i s inserted. Study o f the 
system of representations therefore reveals the t rue and objec t ive 
mean ing of social actions, a meaning that may escape the 
consciousness of those immersed in the system. 

In shi f t ing his a t t en t ion to the symbol i c systems of representa­
tions Lévi-Strauss is f o l l o w i n g the pa th already t rodden by 
D u r k h e i m , whose w o r k also showed an increasing concern w i t h 
the m o r a l , as opposed to the m a t e r i a l , d imension of society. 

Lévi-Strauss rejects a psychologism for w h i c h social structures 
can be expla ined as the result of the in t e rac t ion of pre-social 
indiv iduals . Ind iv idua ls already exis t w i t h i n society and the i r 
actions only have social significance to the extent to w h i c h they 
are in tegra ted in to the social order . T h i s social order is a symbol ic 
order , and i t is society alone that can provide the symbol i c 
resources that make it possible for i n d i v i d u a l ac t ion to acquire a 
meaning . Thus i n d i v i d u a l act ion expresses the conceptual system 
w h i c h gives i t meaning , and is regula ted by rules f o r m u l a t e d in 
terms of that system: marr iage i s prescr ibed w i t h cer ta in categories 
o f re la t ive . 

T h e i nd iv idua l becomes a social i nd iv idua l on ly by be ing 
social ized in to the scheme, and i n d i v i d u a l act ion is social to the 
ex ten t that i t is o r i en ted by that scheme. Hence i n d i v i d u a l ac t ion 
o n l y has sociological significance to the ex ten t that i t expresses the 
system of classif ication and the associated rules of behaviour 
cu r ren t i n the society. Devia t ions o f i n d i v i d u a l behaviour f r o m the 
constraints of the system do not have any sociological significance, 
bu t are mere ly pa thologica l symptoms o f the i n t ru s ion o f 
cont ingent non-social considerations. 

In these respects Lévi-Strauss ' t heo ry is comple te ly D u r k ­
heimian: social action is the result of externally constraining rules 
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that are m o b i l i z e d w i t h i n a co l lec t ive system of representations 
and tha t impose themselves on the i nd iv idua l . T h e task of 
sociology is to study the co l lec t ive systems w h i c h mediate 
be tween the i n d i v i d u a l and the w o r l d by o r i en t i ng and g i v i n g 
meaning to the actions of the i n d i v i d u a l . For bo th D u r k h e i m and 
Lévi-Strauss this meaning is an objec t ive meaning, inherent in the 
systems of representations, and qui te d i f f e ren t f r o m the ind iv idua l ' s 
conscious apprehension o f the meaning o f the actions in quest ion. 

L é v i - S t r a u s s parts company w i t h D u r k h e i m on ly w h e n i t comes 
to the question of the status of the systems of representations. For 
D u r k h e i m these systems comprise a sui generis r ea l i ty that stands 
outside the i n d i v i d u a l and imposes i t s e l f on the i n d i v i d u a l w i t h an 
i r r a t i o n a l a u t h o r i t y . T h e systems of representations are to be 
expla ined not as emanations of the psyche of an e m p i r i c a l or a 
generic i n d i v i d u a l , bu t as aspects of the ' co l l ec t ive conscience' , to 
be expla ined by reference to the social s t ructure w h i c h provides 
the i r mater ia l subst ra tum and whose preservat ion they serve to 
assure. Thus for the Durkhe imians social s t ructure and symbol ic 
representations have to be considered in r e l a t ion to one another as, 
in Bouglé 's phrase, the body and soul of society. 

For Lévi-Strauss the systems of representations, a l though 
co l lec t ive , ob jec t ive and beyond consciousness, can exis t on ly 
w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d , specif ical ly in the unconscious, and 
can on ly have the ( ra t iona l ) a u t h o r i t y of the unconscious. Th i s 
means that the social s t ructure , in the D u r k h e i m i a n sense of the 
system of social relat ions be tween corpora te groups, belongs to a 
qui te different o rde r o f rea l i ty f r o m the systems o f representations 
and the t w o cannot be related d i r e c t l y to one another. T h e 
relat ionship be tween social s t ructure and the systems of represen­
tations must for Lévi-Strauss be media ted by the i n d i v i d u a l m i n d . 
T h e i m p l i c a t i o n is tha t the social s t ruc ture is on ly an expression of 
the systems of representations, for the social s tructure is s imply the 
p roduc t of a series of i nd iv idua l actions w h i c h are o r i en t ed and 
g iven meaning by the systems of representations. T h e social 
s t ruc ture is thus a p ro j ec t i on of the symbol i c systems embedded in 
the ind iv idua l psyche and has no sui generis r ea l i ty . It is therefore 
impossible to a t t emp t a sociological explana t ion of symbol ic 
representations since there is no society outside such representa­
t ions. Thus socio logy becomes the study of systems of representa­
tions and D u r k h e i m i a n social m o r p h o l o g y disappears f r o m v i e w . 
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If society is a symbol i c order then there can be no social r ea l i ty 
beyond the symbol ic systems w h i c h give meaning to social 
existence. Th i s meaning must therefore be inherent in such 
symbol ic systems, an object ive mean ing that cannot be reduced to 
a n y t h i n g ex te rna l to those systems, w h e t h e r to an ex t e rna l nature 
or an ex terna l social s t ructure , on the one hand, or to a conscious 
apprehension o f those systems, on the other . T h e mean ing o f the 
symbol ic order is i r r educ ib le . Thus , for example , k inship 
phenomena cannot be reduced to b io log i ca l relat ions of k inship , 
no r to j u r a l o r affect ive relations. T h e y are meaningfu l , c u l t u r a l 
phenomena in w h i c h symbol ic relat ions, w h i c h are on ly cons t i tu ted 
in and t h rough a k inship system, replace na tura l relat ions. Thus 
k inship exists o n l y w i t h i n a k inship system that establishes the 
c u l t u r a l l y meaningfu l d i f f e ren t i a t ion o f k i n . I t i s on ly on the basis 
of this symbol ic system that kinship can have any objec t ive rea l i ty , 
on the one hand, or subjective meaning , on the o ther . 

T h e be l i e f that social and c u l t u r a l phenomena have an objec t ive 
meaning, independent o f any subjective i n t e rp re t a t i on o r o f any 
ex t e rna l env i ronmen ta l , social or c u l t u r a l con tex t , has funda­
m e n t a l impl ica t ions . 

I f symbol ic systems exis t w h i c h have a meaning independent o f 
the i r con tex t o r o f the i r appl ica t ion , then we have isolated an 
objec t ive order of r ea l i ty that transcends the i n d i v i d u a l , bu t that is 
i r r educ ib le to nature . These symbol ic systems mediate be tween 
indiv iduals , and be tween the i n d i v i d u a l and nature , so i t is on ly 
t h r o u g h these systems that the i n d i v i d u a l can relate to others or to 
nature . In short these symbol ic systems const i tute society, a 
society that is p r i o r to , and independent of, the ind iv idua ls w h o 
comprise i t , and that alone can give mean ing and o r i e n t a t i o n to the 
ac t ion o f b io log ica l indiv iduals . 

T h e be l i e f that i t is possible to isolate cu l tu ra l systems that have 
an object ive meaning leads d i r ec t l y to the concept ion of society, 
adopted by s t ruc tura l i sm, as a series of systems of representations 
w h i c h exist independent ly of, and p r i o r to , i n d i v i d u a l actions and 
beliefs. A n y pa r t i cu la r society is s imply the result of the 
app l ica t ion of these systems of representations and associated rules 
of behaviour at a pa r t i cu la r t ime and place. It is a m o r e or less 
perfect expression o f the system of representat ion, imperfec t ions 
d e r i v i n g f r o m con t ingen t failures to apply the system c o r r e c t l y for 
one reason or another. 
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These autonomous systems of representations exis t qui te 
independently o f the i r appl ica t ion , they can be studied even i f they 
are never applied, they cont inue to exis t even i f the societies that 
practised them have d ied out . Hence the anthropologis t can study 
the societies even after they have been ext inguished, or can study 
societies f r o m afar on the basis of o the r people's e thnographic 
reports (whence the characterist ic D u r k h e i m i a n indi f ference to 
f i e l d w o r k that so shocks A n g l o - S a x o n anthropologis ts) . 

I t is the systems of representation tha t define the social, they are 
the on ly true social r ea l i ty , and in s tudy ing t hem we can study the 
social undis turbed by the accidental inf luence of d is tor t ions ar is ing 
out o f geographical , demographic , psychological o r con t ingen t 
h is tor ica l factors. T h e system of representations provides a 
constant a tempora l system that underl ies a l l the various expressions 
of that system in par t i cu la r societies a t par t icu la r t imes. Thus 
society is, in the last analysis, w h e n considered in abs t ract ion f r o m 
i r re levant influences, made up of a series of conceptual systems, 
the most fundamental of w h i c h in non- l i t e ra te societies i s the 
classification of k i n , and an associated series o f rules o f behaviour , 
the most fundamental o f w h i c h i s the ru le o f r e c ip roc i t y . 

T h e coherence o f this concept ion o f society, and the p r iv i l ege 
that i t accords to the study of conceptual systems, depends en t i r e ly 
on the be l i e f that such ideal conceptual systems can be isolated and 
that the i r objec t ive meaning can be sc ient i f ica l ly established. In 
evaluat ing the v i a b i l i t y of the s t ruc tura l i s t enterprise i t i s this 
be l i e f that we must put to the test. 

T h e systems of representations that make up society are ideal 
systems in a double sense. F i rs t ly , they have a pure ly psychologica l 
rea l i ty , ex is t ing in the unconscious of each i n d i v i d u a l and 
d i r e c t i n g i n d i v i d u a l behaviour w i t h the force o f an unconscious 
constraint . T h e y are therefore to be exp la ined as the expression of 
cer ta in propert ies o f the human m i n d and, for Lév i -S t rauss , the 
study of these systems provides a w a y of s tudying the h u m a n m i n d . 
Secondly, the systems of representat ion exist independent ly of any 
par t icu lar manifes ta t ion i n the consciousness o f pa r t i cu la r i n ­
dividuals o r the prac t ice of par t i cu la r societies. E v e r y pa r t i cu la r 
example o f the system w i l l i n fact be c o r r u p t e d and d i s to r t ed by 
various cont ingent factors that the analyst must ignore . 

Th i s has i m p o r t a n t me thodo log ica l impl ica t ions , fo r i t means 
that the analyst is not studying particular examples of the systems 
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under inves t igat ion, bu t the idea l - type , the pure f o r m , or the 
' m o d e l ' , in Lévi -S t rauss ' t e r m i n o l o g y , of the system. Thus a 
repeated c l a i m of structural ists i s that they do no t s tudy rea l i ty , 
they study models w h i c h are a k i n d of pu r i f i ed object . 

Th i s gives rise to the character is t ic epis temology of s t ruc tu r ­
al ism, in w h i c h i t i s argued that the object of any science is an ideal 
object , no t to be confused w i t h any pa r t i cu la r e m p i r i c a l object. 
Hence , for example , the theory of k insh ip does no t concern i t se l f 
w i t h representations o f kinship systems repor ted b y pa r t i cu la r 
ind iv iduals , for these conscious representations may fa i l to 
correspond to the deeper, unconscious, r ea l i ty of the system. N o r 
does the theory concern i t se l f w i t h the appl ica t ion of the systems 
in par t icu la r societies, whe re i r r e l evan t geographical , demo­
graphic , psychological o r h is tor ica l factors w i l l have d i s to r t ed the 
systems in opera t ion . 

Th i s k i n d of a rgument has a pe r fec t ly respectable pedigree 
w i t h i n the phi losophy of science. Indeed the idea that theories are 
based on the deduct ive e labora t ion of hypo the t i ca l claims is the 
credo o f mode rn pos i t iv i sm. N e w t o n , for example , d i d n o t study 
f a l l i n g apples. N e w t o n studied the behaviour o f point-masses, 
bodies of zero extension. N o t o n l y is the point-mass an ideal 
object , i t i s an object w h i c h cou ld n o t possibly exis t , fo r the ve ry 
concept is se l f -cont rad ic tory . N e w t o n ' s theory , l i ke any other 
theory for m o d e r n pos i t iv i sm, is therefore a deduct ive t h e o r y that 
derives the proper t ies of point-masses, an ideal object , f r o m 
ce r t a in fundamental hypo the t i ca l postulates. Th i s is no t a theory 
whose validity depends on the existence of point-masses, it is a 
t heo ry that is v a l i d universa l ly and i ndub i t ab ly , for i t is a deduct ive 
theory that exists independent ly of any reference to r ea l i t y . 

T h e appl ica t ion of the theory , and so its scientif ic usefulness, is a 
qu i te different quest ion for pos i t iv i sm. A n y b o d y can elaborate 
deduct ive theories of ideal objects ad infinitum, bu t these theories 
can only be c l a imed to have any scient i f ic value i f they t e l l us 
something about the w o r l d that w e w o u l d not k n o w w i t h o u t 
t hem. Hence for pos i t iv i sm the p r o b l e m is one of t rans la t ing the 
language of theory i n t o a language of observat ion that can 
establish connections be tween deduct ive theories and the ex te rna l 
w o r l d . 

T h e problems raised by this a t t empt have p roved insuperable, 
and positivism has not managed to formulate any satisfactory 
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c r i t e r i a by w h i c h al ternat ive theories can be evaluated. T h e 
central p r o b l e m i s tha t o f establishing c r i t e r i a that w i l l be s t rong 
enough to reject theories considered to have no app l ica t ion , w h i l e 
not being so s t rong that theories considered to be of scient if ic 
value are rejected. T h e conclusion tha t many have d r a w n f r o m the 
failure of pos i t iv i sm to achieve this is tha t i t is impossible to decide 
between theories on empi r i ca l grounds. T h e eva lua t ion o f theories 
becomes something comple te ly i r r a t i o n a l (Feyerabend), an a r b i ­
t r a ry decision o f the c o m m u n i t y o f scientists ( K u h n ) , o r the 
object ive result o f the rat ional is t l og ic o f evo lu t i on (Popper ) . 

T h e a l ternat ive adopted by s t ruc tu ra l i sm is a r e la t iv i s t r e jec t ion 
of the eva lua t ion of theories by reference to rea l i ty , so s t ruc tu r ­
al ism has tended to adopt the ra t ional is t slogan 'save the t h e o r y ' as 
a counter to the o l d empir ic i s t slogan 'save the appearances': the 
task of the scientist i s to pur i fy the log ic of the theory, to fo rmal ize 
and ax iomat ize i t , to create a closed log ica l theory of an ideal 
object and not to w o r r y about the correspondence be tween this 
object and a m y t h i c a l rea l i ty . A t h e o r y w h i c h is adequate is one 
that can provide a coherent and l og i ca l f r a m e w o r k fo r discourse, 
the task of science is not to create a v i e w of the w o r l d that is t rue , i t 
is to create a v i e w of the w o r l d that is w i t h o u t con t r ad i c t i on . Thus 
posi t iv ism is preserved by t u r n i n g i n t o a f o r m of ra t iona l i sm. 

F r o m this p o i n t o f v i e w Lév i -S t rauss ' theory o f k insh ip sets the 
human sciences on a genuinely scient i f ic foundat ion by p r o v i d i n g 
them w i t h an objec t that i s un ta in ted by con tamina t ion w i t h the 
prejudices o f i deo logy , o r o f c o m m o n sense, o r o f conscious 
representations, tha t inev i tab ly c o r r u p t the pu re ly empi r i ca l 
objects o f everyday l i f e . 

H o w e v e r , the s t ructural is t me thodo log ica l separation o f the 
ideal object f r o m rea l i ty , a l though i t has a superficial p laus ib i l i ty 
w h e n seen in the c o n t e x t of the failures of the older pos i t iv i sm, has 
serious dangers inheren t in i t . T h e separation o f the m o d e l f r o m 
rea l i ty can p r o v i d e , in the guise of a me thodo log ica l p r i n c i p l e , a 
device that serves to preserve in tac t a theory that appears to be 
o v e r w h e l m i n g l y falsif ied by e m p i r i c a l evidence. 

Lévi-Strauss can cer ta in ly elaborate models of k inship systems 
in w h i c h marr iage can be seen as a systematic exchange. H o w e v e r 
for most people such models w o u l d o n l y qual i fy as k n o w l e d g e i f 
they corresponded in some w a y to an ex te rna l r ea l i t y . Lévi-
Strauss' models do not enjoy this status, for they are not, in 
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general , consistent w i t h the rea l i ty conta ined in re l iable e thno­
graphic reports ( w h i c h is as near as we can get to r e a l i t y ) . 

To protec t the models f r o m such con tamina t ion they are 
c l a imed to exist undetected and undetectable in the unconscious. 
Althusser 's ' s y m p t o m a t i c ' reading of M a r x enjoys the same status: 
Al thusser d i d n o t c l a i m that w h a t M a r x w r o t e corresponded t o 
Althusser 's reading of M a r x , for Althusser was descr ib ing a 
' p r o b l e m a t i c ' tha t M a r x was in the course o f developing , w h i c h he 
c o u l d only express inadequately, and of w h i c h he was incomple t e ly 
aware . As Althusser 's w o r k developed M a r x ' s p rob lema t i c came 
to have less and less connec t ion w i t h the w o r k of M a r x : a t f i r s t i t 
expressed i t se l f in M a r x ' s w r i t i n g s after the mid-1840s, bu t later 
Althusser came to c l a i m that i t d i d n o t even exist in Capital, on ly 
appearing i n ou t l ine i n w o r k o f the 1880s. 

Foucault 's 'epistemes' are no d i f fe ren t : Foucault does no t c l a i m 
to discuss the though t of par t icu la r people or of pa r t i cu l a r social 
groups, he discusses a system of t hough t that is an ideal object , that 
is on ly inadequately and incomple t e ly expressed in the w o r k of a 
par t i cu la r t h inke r . Hence Foucault 's arguments cannot be 
countered by c l a i m i n g that the though t of a par t icu la r t h i n k e r does 
no t correspond to the ideal object , to the episteme, for this shows 
not that Foucault has inadequately character ized the episteme, i t 
shows that the t h inke r in question had inadequately expressed i t . 

In s t ructura l is t hands the ra t ional i s t development o f pos i t i v i sm 
is the basis on w h i c h i t is the theory that is made the j u d g e of the 
evidence and no t vice versa. Indeed for Lévi-Strauss this is a great 
v i r t u e of s t ruc tura l i sm, for s t ruc tu ra l i sm is able to p roduce n e w 
facts and cor rec t o l d evidence, w i t h o u t ever v e n t u r i n g f r o m the 
s tudy . 7 

This s t ructura l is t me thodo logy i s e x t r e m e l y p o w e r f u l for i t 
makes any theory proposed s t r i c t l y unfalsif iable for the simple 
reason that the theory does no t c l a i m to be a theory of any 
ident i f iab le r ea l i t y , bu t is a theory of unconscious systems that l ie 
beh ind rea l i ty and that rea l i ty expresses on ly inadequately and 
impe r f ec t l y . T h e p r o b l e m that such a me thodo logy constant ly 
confronts us w i t h is a simple one: w h a t is the value of a scient i f ic 
t heo ry that gives us undubi table k n o w l e d g e of an object fo r whose 
existence and propert ies there is no t , and cannot be, any 
independent evidence whatever? 

We can go further than this and ask to what extent it is possible 
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to discover any objec t ive meaning inherent in any symbol ic 
system, whe the r real or ideal. T h e quest ion leads us to consider the 
pr iv i lege accorded by s t ruc tura l i sm to the fo rma l s t ruc ture o f 
symbol ic systems, f r o m w h i c h the doc t r ine derives its name and in 
terms o f w h i c h i t just i f ies its pa r t i cu la r me thod o f analysis. 

I f the systems tha t s t ruc tura l i sm examines are ob jec t ive systems 
of meaning, then that meaning must exis t independent ly o f any 
subjective apprehension of that meaning , and must be inherent in 
the systems. T h e meaning cannot, therefore , de r ive f r o m any 
par t icular content that the system may have. T h e i m p l i c a t i o n is 
that, w h e n we have abstracted f r o m a l l par t icu la r contents , we are 
left w i t h the f o r m a l relations in t e rna l to the system. Thus the 
a t tempt to discover an object ive meaning , i f pursued l og i ca l l y , 
dissolves the systems in to the i r f o r m a l structures. 

I n Lév i -S t r aus s ' t heory o f k inship this fo l lows f r o m the theory 
of r ec ip roc i ty , fo r r ec ip roc i t y is essentially a s t ruc tu ra l p r inc ip l e , 
and this i m m e d i a t e l y means that Lévi-Strauss is concerned w i t h 
the fo rma l , s t ruc tu ra l , properties o f k inship systems, wha teve r 
their manifest content . This mean ing is object ive because i t is, 
supposedly, inheren t in the system and independent of any 
par t icular i n t e rp r e t a t i on or app l i ca t ion of the system. 

The search fo r an object ive mean ing leads ine luc tab ly to the 
fo rma l s t ructure o f the system. T h e fundamental quest ion we shall 
have to ask of the supposedly ob jec t ive analyses of s t ruc ture is 
whe the r the f o r m can be dissociated in this w a y f r o m the content 
of the system, and hypothesized as the basis of an object ive 
meaning, or a l t e rna t ive ly whe the r f o r m and content are inseper-
able, so that no f o r m a l s t ructure exists in i so la t ion f r o m the 
content o f the system. 

Despi te its sociological i n t egumen t The Elementary Structures 
already contains a l l the mot i f s of s t ruc tu ra l i sm. In The Elementary 
Structures Lévi-Strauss establishes a number of ' e lementary s t ruc­
tures o f k in sh ip ' , w h i c h represent d i f fe ren t s t ruc tu ra l arrange­
ments o f k i n te rms, b y deduct ion f r o m the pr inc ip le o f r e c ip roc i t y . 
He then proceeds to a t t empt to reconci le his models w i t h the 
emp i r i ca l data, and indeed he uses his models to assess the data, 
exp la in ing divergences be tween his mode l and the data by 
reference to con t ingen t h i s to r ica l , demographic and psychological 
factors. 

The systems of kinship and marriage studied by Lévi-Strauss in 
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The Elementary Structures no t on ly p rov ide an object on w h i c h to 
exercise the s t ruc tura l me thod , they also p rov ide the means of 
access to the u l t i m a t e t r u t h of h u m a n i t y , and so the basis of the 
s t ruc tura l i s t phi losophy. I t i s the systems of k inship and mar r iage 
tha t are, in non- l i te ra te societies at least, the key med ia t i ng t e r m 
b e t w e e n the i nd iv idua l and society, the study of w h i c h can a t one 
and the same t ime reveal to us the deepest and truest mean ing of 
h u m a n existence and p rov ide the key to an explana t ion of social 
phenomena by revea l ing those fundamental propert ies of the 
h u m a n m i n d that make society possible. Thus i t is t h r o u g h the 
study of kinship and mar r i age that Lévi-Strauss tries to establish 
his human philosophy on a scientif ic founda t ion , to discover 
t h r o u g h an thropology the t rue meaning o f human existence. T h e 
cen t ra l themes of the phi losophy that emerges are taken up and 
developed not on ly in Lév i -S t rauss ' later w o r k , bu t th roughou t the 
s t ructura l is t movement . 

For Lévi-Strauss i t is the system of classif icat ion that unites the 
subject w i t h objec t ive r ea l i t y . H o w e v e r the subject and ob jec t ive 
r ea l i t y have no meaningfu l existence independent ly of the 
classificatory f r a m e w o r k w h i c h alone can g ive the w o r l d mean ing 
for the subject, and assign a place to the subject in the w o r l d . 

Befo re the conceptual schemes there is mere ly an und i f f e r ­
en t ia ted nature o f w h i c h b io log ica l ind iv idua ls are an u n -
dis t ingished part . Thus the conceptual scheme does no t media te 
be tween a pre-exis tent subject and a r ea l i t y that is already 
ex t e rna l . T h e conceptual scheme alone int roduces the d i s t i n c t i o n 
b e t w e e n subject and object , be tween cu l t u r e and nature. 

T h e b i r t h o f cu l tu re i s the emergence o f systems o f classif icat ion 
that counterpose subject to object and create a space for the social 
i n d i v i d u a l i n a w o r l d o f symbol i c representations. T h e oppos i t i on 
be tween subject and object , i nd iv idua l and society, cu l tu re and 
nature that has plagued W e s t e r n phi losophy and the e m e r g i n g 
h u m a n sciences is an imag ina ry oppos i t ion , created by the 
conceptual scheme, the ' p rob l ema t i c ' or the 'episteme', tha t 
dominates our systems of thought . 

T h e conceptual scheme, a l though it has a psychological founda­
t i o n , exists independent ly of, and p r i o r to , the subject or subject ive 
consciousness: the social subject exists o n l y in the place assigned 
to h i m or her by the conceptual scheme, hence the subject, 
and the consciousness of subjectivity, is the product of the 
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conceptual scheme, an 'effect of the s t ruc tu re ' , and is in no sense 
its creator . 

T h e subject is no t , therefore, a r ea l i ty that exists p r i o r to the 
conceptual scheme: before the conceptual scheme a l l that exists is 
the b io log ica l i n d i v i d u a l . T h e subject is a symbol ic construct and 
as such can on ly be an expression of an object ive system of 
meaning that is p r i o r to the subject. 

Th i s is the core of the structural ists ' 'dea th of the subject ' . I t i s 
the foundat ion o f Lacan's r e in te rp re ta t ion o f Freud and o f 
Foucault 's and Althusser 's consideration of the ' p rob lema t i c o f the 
subject ' that dominates Wes te rn , or bourgeois , phi losophy. I t 
derives d i r ec t ly f r o m Lév i -S t rauss ' analysis o f k inship , but beh ind 
Lévi-Strauss stands, as always, D u r k h e i m , whose Division of Labour 
in Society took as its centra l theme the emergence of i n d i v i d u a l i t y as 
a social construct. 

T h e conceptual scheme constructs no t on ly the subject, bu t also 
a r ea l i ty defined as ex terna l to the subject. T h e conceptual scheme 
is therefore nei ther the construct of a c rea t ive subject, nor can i t in 
any sense express an independent r e a l i t y , for an independent 
rea l i ty on ly exists w i t h i n the conceptual scheme. T h e conceptual 
scheme is essentially a rb i t ra ry , expressing n o t h i n g but i t s e l f and 
the menta l constraints that alone under l ie i t . T h e i m p l i c a t i o n is 
that the imag ina ry , ideological , concep t ion of the subject that 
dominates our thought i s not an expression of the r e a l i t y of 
subjec t iv i ty , o f the freedom and independence o f the i n d i v i d u a l i n 
bourgeois society. This freedom and independence is a p u r e l y 
symbol ic , m y t h i c a l , expression of a spurious sub jec t iv i ty . T h i s 
m y t h i s a pa r t i cu l a r l y dangerous and mis lead ing w a y of l i v i n g in 
the w o r l d because i t inverts the true r e l a t i o n be tween subject and 
s t ructure . 

T h e s t ructural is t concept ion of society as a series of symbo l i c 
systems, the s t ructura l is t me thod of analysis o f ideal objects and of 
exclusive considerat ion o f in ternal re la t ions o f such objects, and 
the s tructural is t phi losophy that sees the symbol ic systems as p r i o r 
to b o t h subject and object, and so the symbol i c systems as the o n l y 
t rue rea l i ty , can a l l be found in e m b r y o in The Elementary Structures 
of Kinship. It is in this sense that The Elementary Structures is the w o r k 
tha t establishes the foundations o f s t ruc tura l i sm. In i t the 
s t ructural is t concep t ion of society, the s t ruc tu ra l m e t h o d , and the 
s t ructural is t h u m a n philosophy are a l l developed for the f i rs t t i m e . 
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On the other hand b o t h the o r i g i n a l i t y and the achievements of The 
Elementary Structures are e x t r e m e l y l i m i t e d . T h e ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm ' of 
The Elementary Structures derives u l t i m a t e l y f r o m the a t t empt to 
achieve a ra t ional is t ic rad ica l i za t ion of D u r k h e i m ' s pos i t iv is t ic 
socio logy. The a t tempt to uncover objec t ive systems of represen­
tat ions and to locate the i r unconscious meanings is a dismal fa i lu re . 

At its roo t s t ruc tu ra l i sm depends en t i r e ly on the c l a i m that the 
systems of representations that i t studies are a p r iv i l eged o rde r of 
r e a l i t y whose meaning can be discovered ob jec t ive ly . Society is 
seen as a system of symbol i c representations because these are 
considered to be p r i o r t o , and so more fundamental than, e i ther the 
object that they represent or the subject to w h o m it is represented. 
Th i s p r iv i l ege accorded to the systems of representations over the 
i n d i v i d u a l consciousness and externa l r ea l i t y depends on b e i n g 
able to isolate the objec t ive meaning of these systems independent ly 
of any reference to e i ther subject or object , on the basis of an 
i m m a n e n t analysis. 

In The Elementary Structures of Kinship Lévi-Strauss t r i ed to do j u s t 
this. He sought to establish that the systems of k inship and 
mar r i age have an objec t ive meaning, as systems of r e c i p r o c i t y , 
that is more fundamental than the mean ing they have for those 
w h o pract ice them, an unconscious meaning that can be established 
ob jec t ive ly w i t h o u t any reference to na t ive conceptions of the 
system. 

In fact , I have argued, Lévi-Strauss does no such th ing . Insofar as 
he establishes that the p r inc ip l e of r e c i p r o c i t y is immanen t in the 
systems under r e v i e w the conclusion is t r i v i a l because the 
p r i n c i p l e is depr ived of any signif icant content . Insofar as the 
p r i n c i p l e of r e c i p r o c i t y i s g iven any content Lévi -St rauss offers no 
acceptable evidence to support his c l a i m . Thus the p r i n c i p l e of 
r e c i p r o c i t y is not an objec t ive meaning tha t Lévi-Strauss discovers 
in the data, i t is a mean ing that is imposed on the data and then 
a t t r i b u t e d to an inaccessible unconscious. Thus his c l a i m to 
p r o v i d e an object ive , scient i f ic , analysis o f the meaning of these 
systems falls d o w n . 

For a s t ructural is t the fa i lure of Lévi-Strauss' account is a result 
of the residual sociologism in The Elementary Structures, so that Lévi-
Strauss looks beyond the in te rna l relat ions of the systems to f i n d 
the i r meaning . An adequate object ive account must d ivo rce the 
systems altogether from any contingent, externally-imposed, 
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content and must f i n d the t rue and ob jec t ive meaning in the 
i n t e rna l s t ructura l relat ions established by the system, relat ions 
that exis t independent ly o f the con t ex t o r o f the subject ive 
i n t e rp re t a t i on o f the na t ive o r o f the analyst. A n y other account 
w i l l in t roduce ex t r ins i c c r i t e r i a , and so w i l l be a rb i t r a ry . 

Th i s i s the d i r e c t i o n in w h i c h the s t ruc tura l i s t analysis of k insh ip 
systems has been developed. Since it is in this area that s t ruc tu ra l i sm 
has the longest h i s to ry , and that its analyses have been conduc ted 
w i t h the greatest degree of r igour , i t i s v e r y ins t ruc t ive to l o o k a t 
the results that have been achieved. 

4 A N T H R O P O L O G I C A L S T R U C T U R A L I S M 

T h e s t ructural is t impl ica t ions o f the t heo ry o f kinship w e r e f u l l y 
developed by Louis D u m o n t and by Rodney Needham, social 
anthropologists t r a ined in the O x f o r d t r a d i t i o n established by 
Evans-Pr i tchard , and in tegra t ing Lév i -S t rauss ' analysis o f k insh ip 
i n t o that t r ad i t i on . 

Evans-Pr i tchard had developed an in te l lec tua l i s t cu l tu ra l idea l ­
i sm that was m o r e rad ica l than that of Lévi -St rauss in its refusal to 
countenance any k i n d o f reduct ionism, the task o f an th ropo logy 
be ing to describe ra ther than to seek to e x p l a i n . In his w o r k on The 
Nuer (1940) Evans-Pr i t chard had produced a s t ructural is t i n t e r p r e ­
t a t i o n o f N u e r society in w h i c h he saw the s t ruc tura l f r a m e w o r k 
of classification as p r i o r to any pa r t i cu la r content that the 
classification acqui red in use, w h e t h e r rel igious, p o l i t i c a l or 
economic: the search fo r an objective desc r ip t ion of an independent 
system of classif icat ion led Evans-Pr i t chard i nexorab ly to a 
structural descr ip t ion w h i c h d ivorced the f o r m of the system f r o m 
its content . The Nuer, however , d i d n o t take fu l l account of the 
mar r i age re la t ion as a s t ruc tura l p r i n c i p l e complementa ry to that 
of descent. Lévi -St rauss ' w o r k , therefore , played a par t in 
developing O x f o r d s t ruc tura l i sm by d r a w i n g a t ten t ion to a n e w 
s t ruc tura l re la t ion . 

T h e principles o f s t ruc tura l i sm had already been l a i d d o w n by 
Evans-Pr i tchard : 

'The thesis that I have put before you, that social anthropology is a k ind of 
historiography, and therefore ult imately of philosophy or art, implies that it 
studies societies as moral systems and not as natural systems, that it is interested in 
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design rather than in process, and that it therefore seeks patterns and not scientific 
laws, and interprets rather than explains. These are conceptual, and not merely 
verbal, differences'. 8 

D u m o n t , a l though French, spent some t ime in O x f o r d , and i t 
was he w h o developed the s t ruc tura l analysis of k inship . F o l l o w i n g 
Evans-Pr i tchard , D u m o n t argued v e r y s t rongly against a l l forms 
o f reduct ionism, i nc lud ing L é v i - S t r a u s s ' a t t empt t o expla in 
kinship systems in terms o f the r egu l a t i on o f mar r iage . Thus , in a 
series of analyses, D u m o n t has s h o w n that there are no necessary 
connections be tween the f o r m of the kinship system and ei ther the 
regula t ion o f mar r iage o r the o rgan iza t ion o f descent groups in the 
society, so u n d e r m i n i n g any s impl i s t i c reduc t ion ism. D u m o n t 
argues instead that social o rgan iza t ion and the k inship system must 
be analyzed qui te independent ly of one another, the k inship system 
be ing analyzed as an in te l lec tua l classification whose pr inciples 
are conceptual . T h e kinship system is a pu re ly in te l l ec tua l 
construct that makes use of ce r t a in classificatory pr inciples in 
o rder to define other individuals in re la t ion to ego, and so i t 
expresses cer ta in ideas about the nature of d i f fe ren t kinds of 
relat ionship in the society in quest ion. 

D u m o n t has re in te rpre ted the ' p re sc r ip t ive ' k inship systems 
tha t Lévi-Strauss analyzed by a rgu ing that these systems do not 
organize mar r i age , but rather that they express ce r t a in ideas the 
par t icu la r society has about the difference be tween consanguines 
and affines. Systems such as these, that are based on a systematic 
d i f fe ren t i a t ion be tween consanguines and affines, express the idea 
that there is a fundamental difference be tween ' b l o o d re la t ives ' 
and 'relatives by mar r iage ' , the t w o categories be ing themselves 
conceptual , and not re f lec t ing specific b io log ica l or affinal 
connections. T h e classification i t s e l f says no th ing about w h a t this 
difference is, no r about w h y these categories are d i f fe ren t , nor 
about h o w people come to be a l located to the t w o categories. 

D u m o n t introduces a fundamental , and very radica l , d i s t i nc t i on 
be tween the f o r m a l s t ructure of the system of classif icat ion and 
the content that the classification m a y acquire in any pa r t i cu la r 
society. T h e system of classification can, and must , be studied 
independent ly of its appl ica t ion . Thus in one society the system 
m a y be used to organize marr iage , in another it may be seen as a 
f r a m e w o r k for economic relat ions, in another i t m a y express 
emotional ties. The system cannot be explained by any of these 
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par t icular funct ions , for the system is p r i o r to any of these uses. 
The meaning of the system has to be found in the conceptual 
dist inctions tha t give rise to the system, and this meaning is 
independent of, and p r i o r t o , any par t i cu la r conten t that the 
system may acquire in a par t i cu la r society. 

D u m o n t ' s lead has been f o l l o w e d by other O x f o r d an thro­
pologists, most no tab ly Rodney N e e d h a m w h o has sought to 
develop and to defend the in te l lec tua l i s t , s t ructural is t , approach to 
kinship systems. Needham was o r i g i n a l l y v e r y close to Lévi-
Strauss, a l though he d i d not accept the theory of r e c i p r o c i t y , in 
that he was concerned to see the k inship system in its r e l a t ion to 
other aspects of the symbolic classif icat ion of society. H o w e v e r he 
has progressively abandoned the a t t empt to make substantive 
connections of this k i n d and has adopted an increas ingly r igorous 
and fo rma l in te l lec tua l i sm. In the course of do ing so he has gone 
beyond even D u m o n t ' s i sola t ion of the kinship system, to reject 
the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the system in terms of any k insh ip pr inciples , 
whether of descent or alliance, consanguini ty or a f f i n i t y , and to 
reduce i t to a pure f o r m . 

This deve lopment is in teres t ing because Needham has f o l l o w e d 
the logic o f s t ruc tura l i sm t h r o u g h to its l i m i t s and, in pursui t o f an 
object ive mean ing , has found the g r o u n d progressively disappear­
ing f r o m under his feet u n t i l f i n a l l y s t ruc tura l i sm has n o t h i n g left 
to expla in . 

T h e a t tempt to secure a scient i f ic analysis of mean ing depends 
on the separation of the system of classification f r o m its applica­
t i on in a pa r t i cu l a r society and its i so la t ion f r o m any par t i cu la r 
subjective i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f its meaning . The app l i ca t ion o f the 
s t ructural m e t h o d depends on the i so la t ion of such an autonomous 
object. 

The cruc ia l quest ion that we have to pose to s t ruc tu ra l i sm is that 
o f the possibi l i ty o f isolat ing such an object ive system for study, o f 
separating the system of classif ication f r o m its pa r t i cu la r appl ica­
tions and in terpre ta t ions . We have seen that Lévi-Strauss ' a t tempt 
to do so was a fa i lure . D u m o n t therefore rejects a l l r educ t ion i sm 
and insists that the systems be analyzed solely in terms of kinship 
principles. B u t are these principles object ive , are they in te rna l to 
the system? 

D u m o n t rejects Lévi-St rauss ' r educ t ion ism and deduct ive ly 
establishes models on the basis of the principles of consanguinity 
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( b l o o d relatives) and a f f in i ty ( r e l a t i o n by marr iage) . He constructs 
a system by a r rang ing categories a round ego in a s t ruc ture whose 
relat ions are def ined by those pr inc ip les . Ego's re la t ionship to any 
i n d i v i d u a l in the s t ructure is then t r aced by one or o ther of these 
connections, or a combina t ion of t hem, and categories w i t h i n the 
s t ructure are dis t inguished f r o m one another solely on the basis of 
these t w o s t ruc tu ra l pr inciples . T h e simplest classif icat ion of all 
w o u l d s imply separate ' b lood re la t ives ' f r o m ' relat ives by 
mar r i age ' and so w o u l d define t w o categories accord ing to the 
r e l a t ion i n v o l v e d . T h e mode l can, however , be e laborated by 
i n t r o d u c i n g fu r the r d is t inc t ive features, such as sex or generat ion, 
or by app ly ing the dist inct ions repeatedly. Thus any par t icu la r 
k inship system can be defined as the s t ructure that results f r o m the 
appl ica t ion of these d i s t inc t ive features. 

T h e question we have to ask is: w h a t is the status of this model? 
There is no doub t that i t is independent of any app l ica t ion , for i t 
has been const ructed deduc t ive ly by the analyst, w i t h no reference 
to e thnographic data, jus t l i ke Lévi-Strauss ' e lementary structures. 
I t is, therefore, an ideal object const ructed by the analyst. The 
c ruc ia l question is whe the r i t can be c la imed coheren t ly that this 
ideal object corresponds to some r ea l i t y that is more fundamental 
than the appl ica t ion o f the system or o f the nat ive concep t ion o f i t . 
I f i t turns out that nat ive conceptions do not necessarily correspond 
to the mode l , or that i t i s not necessarily applied in the f o r m that i t 
has been const ructed , w h a t j u s t i f i c a t i o n is there for c l a i m i n g that 
i t i s more than a f igment of D u m o n t ' s imaginat ion? 

T h e p r o b l e m of the status of the m o d e l arises because D u m o n t 
offers not a meaning that is inheren t in the system, bu t an 
i n t e rp re t a t i on o f the system. D u m o n t specifies ce r t a in relations 
be tween the categories of the system, and the i m p l i c a t i o n is that 
these, and no o ther , relations ac tual ly exist . D u m o n t specifies the 
d is t inc t ive relat ions to the system as relations of a f f i n i t y and 
consanguini ty. H o w e v e r this d i s t i n c t i o n is not inherent in the 
system, but represents a par t i cu la r i n t e rp re t a t ion . 

T h e p r o b l e m is that the d i s t i nc t i on be tween (no t i ona l l y 
b io log ica l ) k i n and (no t iona l ly social) allies is not an objec t ive nor 
an unambiguous one. On the one hand, al l relat ionships w i t h i n 
closed systems of k inship can be t raced bo th t h rough mar r i age and 
t h rough consanguini ty , w h i c h is w h y descent theory can present a 
quite different interpretation of the system as a classification of 
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k in , w i t h o u t any reference to mar r i age , that is equa l ly consistent 
w i t h the data. A t the level o f the m o d e l there i s no w a y o f dec id ing 
between D u m o n t ' s i n t e rp re t a t ion and that o f descent theory . 

O n l y reference to the app l i ca t ion of the system can decide 
between the descent theory i n t e r p r e t a t i o n and that o f D u m o n t , 
for each i n t e rp r e t a t i on can p rov ide a perfec t ly consistent mode l 
that relates the categories accord ing to qui te d i f fe ren t pr inciples . 
The v a l i d i t y of D u m o n t ' s mode l therefore depends on the ex ten t 
to w h i c h i t corresponds to e thnographic r ea l i t y . A l t h o u g h 
constructed deduc t ive ly i t can o n l y have the v a l i d i t y of a 
general izat ion f r o m the data, whe the r of a na t ive m o d e l of the 
system or o f the prac t ica l app l ica t ion o f the system. 

I f D u m o n t ' s mode l does no t correspond in some w a y to the 
native rea l i ty of the system there i s no j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r c l a i m i n g 
that the mode l has any special significance. Thus D u m o n t ' s mode l 
of the kinship system cannot be c l a imed to be p r i o r to its par t icu la r 
applications or in terpre ta t ions , for i t depends on a cu l t u r a l l y 
specific d e f i n i t i o n of the difference be tween k i n and affines. 

As soon as we appreciate that the mode l has no v a l i d i t y 
independently o f its existence in e thnographic r ea l i t y , we also 
realize that its status is s imply that of an abstract ion f r o m a 
funct ioning system. Once this is recognized, there is no longer any 
jus t i f i ca t ion fo r i n t e rp r e t i ng the system solely in k insh ip terms, for 
the func t ion ing r ea l i t y of the system is ve ry c o m p l e x . I t is no t in 
practice s imply a kinship system, it is a classification that organizes 
a w i d e range of social relationships, w h i c h di f fer f r o m society to 
society. The re is no a priori reason w h y k i n relat ions should be 
a rb i t r a r i l y abstracted f r o m the other aspects of the social system 
and made in to the 'essence' of the system, its ob jec t ive meaning as 
opposed to its cont ingent app l ica t ion . 

In rea l i ty there is no d i s t i nc t i on be tween the system of 
classification and its appl ica t ion. In r ea l i ty there are people l i v i n g 
and w o r k i n g together w h o refer to each other by using various 
terms that express their mu tua l relat ions to one another. These 
concrete social relations are mu l t i d imens iona l , and cer ta in ly 
cannot be reduced to relat ions of kinship or a f f i n i t y . The 
appl ica t ion of the terms does no t depend on any traceable 
genealogical connections, and i t w i l l f requent ly depend on 
principles that have no th ing to do w i t h kinship. 

Concepts of kinship provide a very powerful and flexible 
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language w i t h i n w h i c h to a r t icu la te an enormous range o f social 
relationships. T h e d i s t inc t ion be tween 'our o w n k i n d ' and ' their 
k i n d ' , that i s expressed in D u m o n t ' s d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n con­
sanguini ty and a f f i n i t y or in Evans-Pri tchard 's l ineage s tructure, 
o r in Lév i -S t rauss ' d i s t inc t ion b e t w e e n exogamous groups ex­
changing w o m e n , o r in the comedian's d i s t i nc t i on between 
mothe r and m o t h e r - i n - l a w , provides an ex t r eme ly p o w e r f u l w a y 
of conceptua l iz ing social relat ionships in a r e l a t i v e l y simple 
society. I t should no t be surpr is ing, therefore, to f i n d that these 
conceptual dis t inct ions, in var ious forms, are used to concep­
tualize v e r y d i f fe ren t relationships in di f ferent societies. 

There i s no j u s t i f i c a t i o n for i so la t ing the language of kinship 
f r o m the social relat ions i t expresses. Thus i t is no m o r e jus t i f i ab le 
to c l a im that the system of k insh ip provides an independent 
f r a m e w o r k w i t h i n w h i c h other social relations can be expressed, 
than it is to argue that the k inship system is the s imple expression 
o f non-kinship relat ions. A l t h o u g h i t i s cer ta in ly t rue tha t i n non-
l i te ra te societies the d e f i n i t i o n and regu la t ion of social relat ions is 
conducted in k inship terms, so that economic, p o l i t i c a l or legal 
relationships cannot be examined independent ly of kinship 
categories, it is also true that k inship categories cannot be defined 
independent ly of the social relat ions that those categories regulate, 
for even though kinship terms have conceptual connotat ions of 
specific genealogical relationships of kinship or a f f i n i t y , the 
appl ica t ion of those terms cannot be de te rmined o n l y by reference 
to genealogical pr inciples . Thus i t is no t possible to define either 
the kinship system or the social relations that i t expresses 
independent ly of one another, so i t is no t possible, on log ica l or any 
other grounds, to assign absolute p r i m a c y to one or to the other. 
T h e question of the r e l a t ion be tween kinship pr inciples and other 
features of social o rgan iza t ion and social consciousness can on ly be 
posed as a quest ion of the interdependence of the parts of a 
complex w h o l e . 

T h e language of kinship is no t a universal language. K insh ip 
concepts d i f fe r f r o m one society to another, and the kinds of 
relationships expressed in k i n te rms also va ry w i d e l y . Thus i t 
seems that there is no possibi l i ty of deve loping a general theory of 
k inship , because once we have abstracted f r o m the pa r t i cu la r there 
i s no th ing of substance lef t to e x p l a i n . 

For this reason Needham has recently argued that there is not 
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really any such t h i n g as kinship , that k inship systems are pure ly 
f o r m a l systems that arrange the categories in a par t icu la r 
structure, the relat ions of w h i c h are pu re ly f o r m a l . I t seems that 
by re t rea t ing i n t o the fo rma l i sm of a pure s t ructure s t ruc tu ra l i sm 
can f ina l ly locate an absolute and objec t ive meaning , a meaning 
independent of any content and so of any par t icu la r app l ica t ion or 
in te rpre ta t ion . 

B u t the p r o b l e m w i t h this u l t i m a t e retreat i s that i f we abstract 
altogether f r o m the content of the system, the s t ruc ture also 
disappears, f o r the structure is ineradicably the s t ruc ture of a 
system of k insh ip , and i t corresponds to a par t icu lar i n t e rp re t a t i on . 
A different i n t e rp r e t a t i on of the system, for example in terms of 
descent theory , w o u l d invo lve d i f fe ren t s t ruc tura l re lat ions. Thus 
once we have abstracted f r o m a l l content , the s t ruc ture disappears 
as w e l l and there is no th ing lef t to exp la in . T h e ' ideal objec t ' 
becomes a pure, disembodied, meaningless f o r m . N e e d h a m , to his 
credit , seems bela tedly to have recognized this and to have 
disappeared up his naval i n t o a W i t t g e n s t e i n i a n v o i d . 

These developments in the s t ruc tu ra l analysis o f k insh ip b r i n g 
out ve ry v i v i d l y the d i l emma o f s t ruc tura l i sm. S t ruc tu ra l i sm aims 
to isolate a c u l t u r a l system whose objec t ive meaning can then be 
subjected to a sc ient i f ic analysis. In o rder to do this it is necessary 
to establish the pure o b j e c t i v i t y of the system. B u t to establish the 
pure o b j e c t i v i t y of the system i t i s necessary to abstract f r o m every 
part icular content that the system m i g h t have and eve ry par t i cu la r 
in te rp re ta t ion tha t m i g h t be placed on i t . At each stage the 
ob jec t iv i ty of the analysis is c o m p r o m i s e d as i t becomes apparent 
that the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n proposed does not have any absolute 
va l i d i t y , i s no t inherent in the absolute o b j e c t i v i t y of the ideal 
system, but is a construct of the analyst whose v a l i d i t y must 
depend on its e m p i r i c a l eva lua t ion . 

The a t tempt to separate the system f r o m its c o n t e x t leads to a 
progressive re t rea t i n to fo rma l i sm, and u l t i m a t e l y to complete 
defeat. T h e conclusion, that w e w i l l find r e c u r r i n g , is that the 
a t tempt to locate autonomous c u l t u r a l systems, w h e t h e r l inguis t ic , 
conceptual or symbol ic , whose mean ing is object ive , independent 
of and p r i o r to the i r par t icu la r appl ica t ion , is a v a i n one. 

The conclusion should ha rd ly be surpris ing, for the s t ructura l is t 
project impl ies that there is a w o r l d of meanings beyond the 
human apprehension of particular meanings, that meaning can 
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exist w i t h o u t be ing meaning for somebody. I t used to be bel ieved 
that such an objec t ive w o r l d of mean ing existed, and the apparent 
con t r ad i c t i on i m p l i c i t in the c l a i m was resolved by i n v e n t i n g an 
absolute B e i n g for w h o m the w o r l d was meaningfu l , G o d . The 
study of these meanings was cal led theology, and i t is to 
theologica l questions, and theologica l solutions, tha t s t ruc tura l i sm 
leads, as it too invents a G o d , the great Scientist in the sky, w h o can 
guarantee the o b j e c t i v i t y of its systems of meaning. For those, l ike 
Lévi -S t rauss , f o r w h o m G o d has no meaning, the retreat i n to 
fo rma l i sm u l t i m a t e l y yields the conclusion that fo redoomed the 
project : the w o r l d is declared to be inheren t ly meaningless, all 
meaning is therefore subjective, a rb i t r a ry , va in . 
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V I . Structuralism in Linguistics 
I N the last t w o chapters I have s h o w n h o w L é v i - S t r a u s s ' funda­
mental ph i losophica l insp i ra t ion drove h i m to develop a d is t inc t ive 
theory o f society and me thod o f analysis in the a t t empt to discover 
the object ive mean ing o f human cu l tu re . In par t i cu la r Lév i -S t r auss 
sought to isolate k inship systems as object ive systems of meaning 
that existed, and cou ld be analyzed, independent ly of the i r 
par t icular app l i ca t ion o r o f the i r meaning for pa r t i cu l a r i n ­
dividuals . These object ive systems of meaning Lévi-St rauss located 
in the unconscious m i n d w h i c h de te rmined not o n l y that they 
w o u l d be objec t ive , but also that they w o u l d be m o r e fundamental 
than any subjective i n t e rp re t a t i on o f t h e m . T h e s t ruc tu ra l method , 
and the cor responding emphasis on the f o r m a l proper t ies of the 
systems under r e v i e w , f o l l o w e d f r o m this a t t empt to isolate the 
object ive, universa l , meaning of the systems. 

In the last chapter I argued that i t is this v i e w of the human 
w o r l d as a w o r l d of object ive , unconscious or co l l ec t ive , cu l tu ra l 
systems w i t h i n w h i c h indiv iduals are inserted, tha t is the funda­
mental i n sp i r a t ion o f s t ruc tura l i sm. I t results f r o m the search for 
the object ive mean ing o f cu l tu re , and i t results i n the i so la t ion o f 
object ive c u l t u r a l systems that are amenable to s tudy by the 
methods of the posi t ive sciences. 

S t ruc tura l i sm, therefore, appears to make possible the establish­
ment of autonomous and objec t ive human sciences, because i t 
provides those sciences w i t h the i r o w n independent and object ive 
fields of study: the par t icu la r c u l t u r a l systems w h i c h are the i r 
concern, w h e t h e r ar t , l i t e ra tu re , music, m y t h , o r , as in the case 
already studied, systems of k insh ip . 

T h e v i a b i l i t y o f s t ruc tura l i sm depends en t i r e ly on its ab i l i t y t o 
isolate genuinely autonomous and objec t ive systems of meaning. 
The scientif ic claims of s t ruc tu ra l i sm, as w e l l as the cu l tu ra l 
idealism on w h i c h these are based, depend on the v a l i d i t y of its 
attempt to isolate such cultural systems. In the case of the theory of 
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kinship I argued that such systems cou ld not in fact be isolated, for 
once kinship systems had been abstracted f r o m the i r e thnographic 
contex t , there was n o t h i n g lef t to exp la in . 

In Lévi-Strauss ' case the fa i lure of the e thnographic data to 
correspond to the ideal object that he had const ructed led h i m to 
retreat i n to the unconscious and postulate a pu re ly metaphysical 
existence for this object, w i t h the result that he of fe red knowledge 
of an object for whose existence there was no evidence, w h i l e he 
reduced e thnographic r ea l i ty , w h i c h departed f r o m this object, to 
the status of a massive d i s t o r t i on of this fundamental , but 
inaccessible, r ea l i ty , produced by subjective i l lu s ion and c o n t i n ­
gent h is tor ica l events. 

In the case o f the s t ruc tura l i sm of Needham and D u m o n t the 
fai lure to locate any objec t ive universal propert ies of kinship 
systems led f i rs t to an empty fo rma l i sm and, u l t i m a t e l y , to the 
abandonment of any a t tempt to generalize beyond the specific 
e thnographic con tex t in w h i c h par t icu la r systems are found. 

A l t h o u g h Lévi-Strauss' w o r k , and pa r t i cu la r ly The Elementary 
Structures of Kinship, has been the m a i n stimulus to the development 
of s t ruc tura l i sm as an in te l lec tua l movement , this st imulus has 
o w e d m u c h of its force to the fact that Lév i -S t rauss ' w o r k 
reproduces an approach that had been developed qui te indepen­
dent ly w i t h i n l inguist ics . I t was above all this convergence that 
suggested that the s t ructural is t approach m i g h t have a more 
general app l i cab i l i ty than the pa r t i cu la r f ie lds of l inguist ics and 
kinship studies in w h i c h i t was developed. 

Linguis t ics is i m p o r t a n t to s t ruc tura l i sm for several reasons 
F i rs t ly , a l though Lévi -St rauss ' s t ruc tura l i sm was fo rmed qui te 
independent ly i t was on ly w i t h his encounter w i t h l inguist ics that 
he became f u l l y aware of the theore t ica l , me thodo log ica l and 
phi losophical impl ica t ions of his approach, and i t was on ly this 
encounter that gave h i m the confidence to generalize his f indings 
and to offer s t ruc tura l i sm as a m e t h o d for al l the human sciences. 
Linguis t ics , moreover , f i l led the last gap in Lévi-Strauss ' theory by 
p r o v i d i n g h i m w i t h a pure ly in te l lec tua l theory o f the uncon­
scious, and i t was this that enabled h i m to elaborate his human 
philosophy. 

Secondly, i t is the human l ingu i s t i c capacity that more than 
any th ing else distinguishes humans f r o m other animals, and it is 
language that is the most powerful and the most complete means of 
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symbolic c o m m u n i c a t i o n available to humans. Thus fo r s t ruc tu ra l ­
ism, w h i c h i s concerned precisely w i t h the quest ion of the 
objective founda t ion of cu l tu re , and w i t h the analysis o f cu l tu re as 
a series of symbol ic systems, l inguist ics must have s t rong claims as 
the fundamental human science. 

T h i r d l y , the s t ructural is t approach w i t h i n l inguist ics (using the 
t e rm in the European rather than the N o r t h A m e r i c a n sense) has 
considerable achievements to its c red i t in advancing ou r under­
standing and our knowledge of language. I t was, therefore , the 
achievements of s t ruc tura l i sm w i t h i n l inguist ics, a t least as much 
as w i t h i n an th ropo logy , that gave s t ruc tura l i sm an apparent 
scientific a u t h o r i t y . 

Four th ly , l inguis t ics has p r o v i d e d a di rect insp i ra t ion to the 
development o f mode rn s t ruc tura l i sm, quite independent ly o f 
Lévi-Strauss. Th i s is pa r t i cu l a r l y the case w i t h the rise o f 
' semiology ' w h i c h represents an extension o f the methods o f 
linguistics to non- l ingu is t i c symbol ic systems. Thus Roland 
Barthes and the Tel Quel group developed a s t ructural is t semiology 
independently o f any contact w i t h L é v i - S t r a u s s , a l though their 
w o r k was subsequently inf luenced by Lévi-Strauss . 

In this chapter I w a n t to l o o k at s t ruc tura l i sm in l inguist ics . 
S t ructura l i sm in l inguist ics has been based on e x a c t l y the same 
foundations as those developed independent ly by Lévi-Strauss in 
The Elementary Structures. It too has supposedly established l inguist ics 
as a posi t ive science by isola t ing objec t ive systems of l inguis t ic 
meaning, independent of any pa r t i cu la r appl ica t ion or of any 
part icular subjective in t e rp re ta t ion , w h i c h i t has loca ted in the 
unconscious m i n d . In this chapter I w a n t to l ook at l inguis t ic 
s t ructural ism to ask whe the r it has successfully isolated language 
as such an objec t ive system. 

1 S A U S S U R E A N D T H E O B J E C T I V I T Y O F 

L A N G U A G E 

Saussure is ha i led as the founder of the m o d e r n science of 
linguistics because it was he w h o isolated language as an 
autonomous object amenable to scient if ic inves t iga t ion . H i s a im 
was, as far as possible, to isolate language f r o m psychological , 
sociological and physiological considerations, and so to explain the 
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facts of language by reference to ' l i n g u i s t i c ' constraints alone. He 
d i d this by the appl ica t ion of three contrasts. Saussure distinguishes 
be tween langue and parole, b e tween f o r m and substance, and 
be tween synchrony and d iachrony . The app l i ca t ion of these 
contrasts defines a closed corpus of scientif ic facts, an objective 
system of language supposedly d ivo rced f r o m any par t icu lar 
app l ica t ion o f the system o r f r o m any par t icu la r i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f 
i t . 

T h e d i s t i nc t i on be tween langue and parole d e r i ved in par t f r o m 
D u r k h e i m , bu t m a i n l y , i t seems, f r o m M e i l l e t , N a v i l l e and 
W h i t n e y . T h e a i m of the d i s t i nc t i on was to separate a system l y i n g 
behind the l inguis t ic act f r o m the act itself, and so to separate 
pure ly l i ngu i s t i c questions f r o m those w h i c h w o u l d in t roduce 
psychological , phys io logica l or sociological considerations. Langue, 
for Saussure, represents the social and the essential, w h i l e parole 
represents the accessory and accidental . Langue is, therefore, 
s t r i c t ly comparable w i t h D u r k h e i m ' s co l lec t ive conscience as an 
objec t ive system that is ex t e rna l to the i nd iv idua l and resistant to 
the i n d i v i d u a l w i l l . Linguis t ics confines its a t t en t ion to the facts o f 
langue, and so is p rov ided w i t h an object that is free of interference 
ar is ing in the use of langue. 

A l t h o u g h langue is an ideal -object , constructed by the analyst by 
abstract ion f r o m the actual sentences used by na t ive speakers, 
Saussure be l ieved that langue was a specific r e a l i t y w h i c h has its 
'seat in the b r a i n ' . Saussure, therefore , retained the menta l i sm of 
his contemporar ies , seeking ' t o exp l a in the facts of language by 
facts of though t , taken as established'. Hence, fo r Saussure, the 
l inguis t ic sign is a 'psychological e n t i t y ' , u n i t i n g a ' concept ' and a 
' sound-image ' , and l inguis t ics is a specialized branch of 
psychology. 1 

T h e second fundamental contrast in t roduced by Saussure is that 
be tween f o r m and substance: 'Language is a form and not a substance'.2 

For Saussure the re la t ion be tween the concept and the sound-
image that make up the sign is an arbitrary r e la t ion . T h e r e is no th ing 
in the concept ' t r ee ' w h i c h makes the sound ' t r ee ' especially 
appropr ia te , n o r does the sound ' t r ee ' in i t se l f con t a in any th ing of 
its concept. Hence each language uses a d i f ferent b i t of sound to 
signify a d i f fe ren t b i t of thought , and the assignment of concept to 
sound-image is a rb i t r a ry . In this respect spoken language differs 
from other symbolic systems in which the relation between signifier 
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and signified ( the t w o faces of the sign) is no t a r b i t r a r y . Id iograph ic 
w r i t i n g is an obvious example , w h e r e the concept ' t r e e ' may be 
represented by a p ic ture of a t ree. 

For Saussure though t and sound represent t w o con t inua , in the 
absence of language: 

'Wi thout language thought is a vague uncharted nebula. . . . Phonic substance is 
neither more fixed nor more r ig id than thought. . . . N o t only are the t w o 
domains that are l inked by the linguistic fact shapeless and confused, but the 
c hoice of a given slice of sound to name a given idea is completely arbi t rary ' . 3 

The l inguis t ic sign does not , therefore , take p re - ex i s t i ng ideas 
and pre -ex i s t ing sounds and then associate them one by one in an 
atomistic w a y . Instead language relates t w o systems to one 
another, the system of sounds and the system of thoughts , d i v i d i n g 
up each c o n t i n u u m in a pa r t i cu la r w a y . I t is this concep t ion of 
meaning that for Lévi-Strauss contrasts so sharply w i t h Bergson's 
metaphysics. 4 

It is this concep t ion that underl ies the separation ofform f r o m 
substance. T h e difference be tween d i f fe ren t languages is a difference 
of form, a difference in the w a y in w h i c h the c o m m o n substances, 
continua o f sound and o f thought , are d iv ided up in different 
languages. Hence l inguist ics concerns i t se l f on ly w i t h the f o r m , 
and not w i t h the substance of language, the la t ter be ing a mat te r of 
indifference for the l inguis t . T h e system of sounds, fo r example , is 
created solely by the relations be tween sounds, the physical rea l i ty 
o f the sound be ing i r re levant . F r o m the l inguis t ic p o i n t o f v i e w all 
that is i m p o r t a n t is that dis t inct ions be tween sounds are i n t r o ­
duced in to w h a t is na tu ra l ly a c o n t i n u u m . 

This emphasis on f o r m f o l l o w s d i r e c t l y f r o m the isola t ion o f 
the system of language f r o m its ma te r i a l and its conceptual 
substratum. By abstract ing al together f r o m substance l inguistics 
acquires its au tonomy f r o m phys io logy and psychology. Thus 
phonemics, w h i c h studies the sound system of language as a fo rma l 
system, is dist inguished f r o m phonetics, w h i c h studies the sub­
stance of l ingu is t i c sounds and is a branch of phys io logy and 
psychology. Hence i t i s the i so la t ion of the system of language that 
gives rise to the s t ruc tura l m e t h o d of analysis, for in abstract ion 
f rom content language is pure f o r m . T h e cruc ia l c r i t i c a l question is 
whether f o r m can be dissociated f r o m content in this way . 

The conception of the sign also makes it possible for Saussure to 
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separate sound and thought f r o m one another and to study the 
system of sounds and the system of thoughts independent ly of one 
another. Th i s means that l inguist ics can analyze language as a 
c o m b i n a t i o n o f sounds w i t h o u t m a k i n g any reference to meaning. 
C o r r e l a t i v e l y meaning can be analyzed independent ly of sound, so 
phonology and semantics are d is t inc t branches of l inguis t ics . 

Saussure's t h i r d contrast completes the i so la t ion of a closed 
system w h i c h can become the object of a speci f ica l ly l inguis t ic 
analysis. Saussure distinguishes the synchronic, or static, perspec­
t ive , f r o m the d iachronic , or evo lu t iona ry , perspective, according 
p r imacy to the synchronic. T h e synchronic perspect ive focusses 
exclus ively on the relations be tween the parts of the system of 
langue at a par t i cu la r po in t in t i m e . T h e d iachron ic perspective 
studies the h i s tor ica l re la t ionship be tween l ingu i s t i c facts. Saussure 
gives several d i f ferent reasons fo r accord ing p r i o r i t y to the 
synchronic, and his oppos i t ion to h is tor ic i sm, w h i c h had personal 
as w e l l as ideologica l and scient i f ic or igins , c e r t a in ly predisposed 
h i m to seek the laws of the system. H i s t w o m a i n arguments are 
ve ry d i f fe ren t i n k ind . 

F i r s t ly , Saussure offers a menta l i s t argument . H i s psychologism 
means that he is interested essentially in establishing ' log ica l and 
psychological connections ' . T h e synchronic v i e w p o i n t , therefore, 
'predominates, for i t is the t rue and on ly rea l i ty to the c o m m u n i t y 
of speakers', w h i l e the h i s to r ica l connections have no psycho­
log ica l r e a l i t y . 5 This a rgument c lea r ly depends on the mental is t 
assumption that l inguistics is a b ranch of psychology. 

Secondly, Saussure offers a me thodo log ica l a rgument . It is the 
character o f the object o f l inguis t ics w h i c h makes i t amenable to 
synchronic analysis: 'Because the sign is a rb i t r a ry i t f o l l ows no l a w 
other than that o f t r a d i t i o n . ' Saussure argues by analogy w i t h 
marginal is t economics, w h i c h to a considerable ex t en t offered h i m 
a mode l for his o w n systematic l inguist ics . F r o m marg ina l i sm he 
b o r r o w s the n o t i o n of value as an a rb i t r a ry r e l a t i o n be tween a 
t h i n g and a pr ice , w h i c h he then applies to the l i ngu i s t i c re la t ion 
be tween signif ier and s ignif ied . In each case the value is 
de te rmined by the inser t ion o f the element in an e q u i l i b r i u m 
system and so depends solely on the in ter re la t ions be tween the 
elements, and not on past states of the system. 6 

T h e fact that Saussure offers t w o arguments fo r the p r i o r i t y of 
the synchronic is very important, for these arguments are mutually 
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exclusive. Saussure's w o r k is r i v e n by a c o n t r a d i c t i o n be tween 
two qui te d i f fe ren t v iews of language and of l inguis t ics . T h e 
dominant v i e w is the mental is t one accord ing to w h i c h language is 
a psychological rea l i ty , seated in the b ra in , and the l inguis t 
explores psychological connections. Linguis t ics is then an 
autonomous b ranch of psychology. T h e other v i e w i s that 
language is a co l l ec t ive i n s t i t u t i o n , and so a social r e a l i t y , and the 
linguist therefore explores func t iona l connections. In the former 
case the l inguis t is concerned to discover psychologica l relations 
between the elements of language, in the la t ter case the l inguis t is 
concerned to discover l inguis t ic relations. T h e t w o are by no 
means the same: w h i l e l inguis t ic relations need have no psycho­
logical rea l i ty , psychological relat ions need have no l inguis t ic 
significance. 

The mental is t argument i n favour o f the p r i o r i t y o f the 
synchronic c lear ly only applies to the mental is t v i e w of l inguist ics. 
The me thodo log ica l argument , on the other hand, does no t apply i f 
l inguistics is concerned w i t h 'psychologica l and l og i ca l connec­
tions' , fo r the sign is not a r b i t r a r y f r o m a psychologica l point of 
v i ew. T h e mean ing of the sound ' t r ee ' for a par t i cu la r ind iv idua l is 
not de te rmined on ly by its relat ions w i t h other l ingu is t i c sounds: 
its contrasts w i t h 'bush' , 'house' , ' sky ' , ' po le ' , etc. It is also 
determined by a l l the previous uses of the sign that the i nd iv idua l 
has encountered: the trees to w h i c h it has been applied, the 
contexts w i t h i n w h i c h i t has been u t te red . Thus i f I hear a w o r d 
the psychological connections it establishes contemporaneously 
refer to a w h o l e series of past l ingu is t i c events. Thus if language is 
looked at as a menta l rea l i ty the sign is by no means a rb i t r a ry and 
its meaning is by no means defined by its relat ions w i t h 
contemporaneous elements of the language. 

Linguist ics has been plagued by a confusion of the psychological 
and the l ingu i s t i c v i ewpo in t s ever since Saussure. B o t h v i ewpo in t s 
are l eg i t ima te , bu t they are m u t u a l l y exclusive in that they not 
only p rov ide d i f ferent explanat ions, they are also exp la in ing 
quite d i f ferent things. T h e l ingu is t i c approach is concerned w i t h 
the language as a func t ion ing system. T h e psychological approach 
is concerned w i t h the w a y i n w h i c h the i nd iv idua l learns and uses a 
language. A language exists at the in tersect ion of these t w o 
approaches: it must funct ion as a language, and it must be possible 
for people to lea rn and to use i t . 
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Because Saussure regards language as a menta l phenomenon he 
makes the synchronic and the diachronic approaches mutua l ly 
exclusive. The re is no panchronic v i e w p o i n t , he insists, so 
language cannot be seen as a developing system, because the 
synchronic perspective seeks in t e rna l , psychological and systematic 
connections, w h i l e the d iachron ic v i e w p o i n t relates not systems 
but terms. H i s t o r y for Saussure is therefore the i n t eg ra t i on of 
cont ingent events in to a stable system, and l ingu is t i c change 
becomes inexpl icab le . 

T h e app l ica t ion o f the three contrasts provides l inguist ics w i t h 
an object. T h a t object consists in a synchronic and stable system of 
signs be tween w h i c h the l inguis t can seek ' l o g i c a l and psycho­
log ica l connections ' . Th i s system is no t an object presented to the 
l inguis t , bu t has been ana ly t i ca l ly isolated f r o m discourse on the 
basis of a number of assumptions about the nature of language. The 
effect is to isolate language as a scientif ic object f r o m the speaker, 
f r o m the hearer, and f r o m the c o n t e x t in w h i c h language is used. 
Hence an ideal-object is const ructed w h i c h consti tutes a closed 
system whose relations can be established pu re ly ob jec t ive ly . 

Saussure's discovery of a system immanent in the relations 
be tween the terms apparent ly made it possible to establish a 
scientif ic l inguis t ics . Even mean ing , w i t h i n Saussure's theory, 
cou ld be g iven a r igorous ly objec t ive and systematic de f i n i t i on . I t 
i s the system of differences, imposed on the c o n t i n u u m of 
experience, that introduces precis ion to the Bergsonian 'state of 
mush' . T h e convergence be tween the achievements of Saussure 
and those of Lévi-Strauss seems s tar t l ing , a v i n d i c a t i o n of the 
theories o f each. 

H o w e v e r i t is i m p o r t a n t to be ve ry clear that Saussure's 
l inguist ics is no more an achievement of science than is Lévi-
Strauss' an th ropo logy . Saussure never managed to embody his 
phi losophy o f language in systematic analyses o f par t icu la r 
l inguis t ic systems, and so i t remained p r o g r a m m a t i c . I t is, 
moreover , an e x t r e m e l y confused p rogramme in many respects, 
w h i c h is one reason w h y Saussure can be c l a imed as a forbear by 
ve ry d i f fe ren t schools of l inguis t ics . The convergence arises not 
because Saussure and Lévi-Strauss independent ly discovered 
something about rea l i ty , bu t because they independent ly set 
themselves the same task. 

This task was the development of a positive science of human 
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cul ture based on a concept ion of cu l tu ra l phenomena as object ive 
systems o f forms dissociated f r o m the i n d i v i d u a l subject, w i t h 
their o w n immanen t and specific laws, impos ing themselves on the 
ind iv idua l w i t h the force o f the unconscious. I n the case o f 
Saussure, as m u c h as in that of Lévi-Strauss, it is this ideologica l 
p rogramme that gives rise to the s t ruc tura l approach, and i t gives 
rise to comparable theoret ical problems. 

2 P O S I T I V I S M A N D P H E N O M E N O L O G Y I N 

T H E S T U D Y O F L A N G U A G E 

Saussure proposed a scientif ic l inguist ics that w o u l d be based on 
the i sola t ion of langue as a stable, we l l -de f ined , ob jec t ive system 
whose in te rna l relations l inguis t ics cou ld analyze w i t h the 
methods of pos i t ive science. Saussure's p rog ramme begged many 
questions that w o u l d have to be conf ron ted before a systematic 
l inguistics cou ld develop, but his insistence on the p r i o r i t y o f f o r m 
over content was v i t a l in m a k i n g possible the emergence of 
l inguistics as an autonomous disc ipl ine . T h e phonic and psycho­
logica l substance of language cou ld be studied by acoustics, 
physiology and psychology. T h e f o r m o f language, however , 
cou ld no t be studied by o the r disciplines, the f o r m was the 
responsibi l i ty o f l inguist ics and o f l inguist ics alone: i t was the 
f o r m , the systematic relat ions be tween the parts, that made the 
phonic and psychologica l subs t ra tum func t ion as a language. 

Saussure's w o r k is one small m o m e n t in an in te l l ec tua l and 
ideological upheaval o f g loba l dimensions, i n w h i c h a t tent ion 
came to be focussed on the systematic relations be tween the parts 
o f wholes w h i c h nineteenth cen tury pos i t iv i sm had t r i e d t o 
disaggregate i n t o the i r componen t atoms. In this sense s t ruc tur ­
alism in l inguis t ics is s imply a pa r t of the global m o v e m e n t and has 
no special significance. As Jakobson w r o t e in 1929: 

'Were we to comprise the leading idea of present-day science in its most various 
manifestations, we could hardly f ind a more appropriate designation than 
structuralism. A n y set of phenomena examined by contemporary science is treated 
not as a mechanical agglomeration but as a structural whole , and the basic task is 
to reveal the inner, whether static or developmental, laws of this system. W h a t 
appears to be the focus of scientific preoccupations is no longer the outer 
stimulus, but the internal premises of the development; now the mechanical 
conception of processes yields to the question of their functions. ' 7 
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W i t h i n l inguist ics Saussure i n t roduced a n e w w a y of l o o k i n g a t 
language as a system. Instead of regard ing language as an organism 
in w h i c h the wholeness o f language der ived f r o m some transcen­
dent sp i r i tua l qua l i ty , he l o o k e d on language as a system whose 
wholeness de r ived f r o m the i n t e rna l , fo rma l , connect ions between 
its parts. Thus Saussure's concep t ion of language as a system 
made it possible to steer a course be tween the reefs o f ' a t o m i s m ' 
and ' t ranscendental ism': the w h o l e is more than the sum of its 
parts, bu t it is no more than the sum of the relations between the 
parts. 

H o w e v e r , before the n e w l inguist ics cou ld develop i t had to 
specify more c lear ly than had Saussure w h a t precisely is the new 
object of l inguist ics , langue. For Saussure langue remained a 
psychological rea l i ty and the relat ions he sought w e r e psycho­
log ica l relat ions to be discovered by an i n t u i t i o n i s t psychology. 
Thus the basic un i t of sound is the audi tory impression. T w o 
dif ferent sounds express a single audi tory impress ion if they are 
exper ienced as the same sound, and they are d i f f e ren t if speaking 
subjects are conscious of a difference. This l ed to a concept ion of 
the sound uni ts of language as discrete substantive elements, 
defined independent ly of the relat ions be tween the elements, a 
concept ion that proved qui te inadequate. Thus l inguist ics cou ld 
not advance on the basis of Saussure's menta l i sm. T h e relations of 
language cou ld not be the conscious psychologica l connections 
be tween discrete substantive elements that Saussure postulated, 
but must be m o r e abstract in character. 

If langue is no t immedia te ly i den t i f i ed as a psychologica l rea l i ty 
the quest ion arises o f the status o f the object o f l inguis t ics . H o w 
is langue to be isolated f r o m the data of parole? W h a t relations 
make up the f o r m of langue? W h a t are the elements oflangue un i t ed 
by those relations? W h a t is the status of the relat ions uncovered— 
do they correspond to real psychological or even organic 
connections, or do they have some other status? 

There are t w o dist inct approaches to these questions to be found 
w i t h i n l inguis t ics , w h i c h can be b road ly character ized as posi t ivis t 
and phenomenologica l . T h e posi t iv is t v i e w is tha t the ideal-object , 
langue, that is isolated by the l inguis t corresponds to a substantial 
psychologica l or behavioura l r e a l i t y , thus langue exists indepen­
dent ly of, and p r i o r to , parole. Th i s means that the terms of the 
linguistic theory can be translated into observational terms that 
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describe a r ea l i ty that is the mechanism that people use w h e n they 
speak. Linguis t ics is therefore , as it was fo r Saussure, an 
autonomous b ranch o f psychology. T h e study o f language there-
lore reveals facts about the b io log i ca l or psychologica l human 
organism. 

The phenomenologica l v i e w is that there is no such th ing as a 
langue dissociated f r o m the c o n t e x t in w h i c h language is used. 
Once abstract ion has been made f r o m the c o n t e x t , so that 
language is d i v o r c e d f r o m the speaker or the hearer whose 
in teract ion it art iculates, it ceases to be language and becomes a 
meaningless j u m b l e of sounds. To discover w h a t i s l ingu is t i c about 
language, to discover the systematic relations that make it possible 
for language to be the means by w h i c h mean ing can be 
communica ted , we have to refer not to ' o b j e c t i v e ' relations 
exis t ing be tween the parts of an iner t object , bu t ra ther to the 
intentions of the speaker of the language that impose meaning on 
language. Language thus has to be seen as a func t iona l system and 
the in te rna l relat ions of a language have to be re la ted to the 
functions of the language as the ins t rument by w h i c h c o m m u n i ­
cative in tent ions are real ized. 

For the phenomenologica l approach langue is an abstract ion and 
the relat ions that make up the system of langue are abstract 
relations, no t inherent in the object , bu t imposed on the object by 
the i n t en t i on of the speaker and recovered by the hearer. Language 
is not an ob jec t ive rea l i ty , bu t n o r is it pure ly subjective, it is the 
intersubjective expression of a subjective i n t e n t i o n . Linguis t ics is 
concerned w i t h the study of the w a y in w h i c h language as a 
convent ional r ea l i t y makes it possible for mere sounds to give a 
subjective i n t e n t i o n an in tersubject ive rea l i ty . Since language does 
not express phys io logica l or psychologica l mechanisms, l inguistics 
cannot t e l l us any th ing d i r e c t l y about the m i n d or the bra in . 

B o t h these approaches can be used to l eg i t ima te the s t ructural 
analysis of language, bu t the t w o approaches leg i t imate the 
analysis in d i f fe ren t ways , understand the relat ions that emerge 
quite d i f f e r en t l y , and d r a w v e r y d i f ferent conclusions f r o m the 
findings o f l inguis t ics . 

Saussure's l inguist ics was based on an i n t u i t i o n i s t psychology 
for w h i c h the in t e rna l relat ions of language w e r e to be discovered 
by in t rospec t ion . At the t i m e Saussure was w r i t i n g this was the 
dominant approach advocated by positivist philosophy, and 



128 The Foundations of Structuralism 

exemplified by the psychology of Wundt or Titchener (whose task 
was not to discover structures, but to decompose them into their 
elements). At the t ime i t was fe l t that the on ly ce r ta in truths were 
those revealed by in t rospec t ion and so in t rospec t ion p rov ided the 
only basis for a genuinely ob jec t ive science. H o w e v e r , it soon 
became clear, in l inguistics as in psychology, tha t the truths of 
in t rospec t ion were far f r o m secure. F rom this p o i n t the divergence 
be tween pos i t iv i sm and phenomenology emerges. 

Phenomenology, developed by Husserl on the basis of work by 
Brentano, sought to establish intuitive truths that were secure and 
indubi tab le , w h i l e pos i t iv i sm, developed by Russell, W i t t g e n s t e i n 
and above a l l by the Vienna C i r c l e , sought to re-establish a secure 
science on the basis of a t o t a l renunc ia t ion of the p o i n t of v i e w of 
the subject, re jec t ing any appeal to evidence tha t was based on 
subjective reports . 

W i t h i n psychology a cor responding divergence developed 
be tween a phenomenologica l psychology that came to re ly on the 
i n t u i t i v e recovery of mean ing , and a behaviour is t psychology 
that renounced any appeal to in t rospect ion and abolished any 
reference to the m i n d or to a menta l rea l i ty as hopelessly meta ­
physical . 

T h e basis of the divergence in each case was the search for 
cer ta in ty , for a meaning of human existence tha t is indub i t ab ly 
t rue. For phenomenologica l approaches the t rue meaning of 
human existence is i r r e d u c i b l y subjective, to be discovered in the 
human in tent ions that i t expresses. For behaviour i sm the subjective 
meaning is pure epiphenomenon, a conceited i l l u s ion , reducible to 
the on ly t rue rea l i ty w h i c h is the rea l i ty of the o rgan ic processes 
that under l ie the connections be tween s t imu l i and responses. Thus 
behaviour i sm deduces an objec t ive s tructure of the organism f r o m 
the propert ies o f human behaviour . 

T h e divergence is s t r i c t l y para l le l to that b e t w e e n Sartre and 
Lévi -S t rauss already examined : b o t h sought the t rue meaning of 
human existence behind the decei t and hypocr isy of con tempora ry 
society, one be l i ev ing it to be a subjective mean ing to be found 
th rough the phi losophical c r i t i que of subjective experience, the 
other be l i ev ing i t to be an objec t ive meaning, embedded in human 
nature, expressed in the o b j e c t i v i t y o f human c u l t u r a l achieve­
ments. Language is, of course, pre-eminent among such 
achievements. Thus the study of language has both reflected and 
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s t imulated the fundamental phi losophical debate be tween posi­
t iv i sm and phenomenology. 

3 P O S I T I V I S M A N D F O R M A L I S M : 

F R O M B L O O M F I E L D T O C H O M S K Y 

W i t h the posi t iv is t re ject ion o f i n tu i t i on i s t psychology linguistics 
took an increasingly fo rma l d i r ec t i on . T h e l inguists rejected the 
search fo r psychological connections be tween the elements of 
language in favour of the search fo r pure ly ' ob j ec t i ve ' connections 
whose discovery d i d not depend on any pa r t i cu la r in t e rp re ta t ion . 
Such objec t ive connections c o u l d only be connections d ivorced 
I r o m all substantive content , connections that c o u l d be reduced to 
relations o f i d e n t i t y and difference, o f succession and o f c o m b i n ­
ation. In Europe the most e x t r e m e fo rma l i za t i on of l inguist ics was 
mapped ou t by Hje lmslev 's 'glossematics' . In the U n i t e d States i t 
was achieved by the behaviour is t ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm ' o f B l o o m f i e l d 
and Ha r r i s that domina ted US linguistics u n t i l the a r r iva l o f 
Chomsky in the mid-1950s. 

A m e r i c a n s t ruc tura l i sm was based on as comple te a re ject ion of 
mentalist ic concepts as possible. Its p rog ramme was to analyze 
language on the basis of a m i n i m a l i n t e r v e n t i o n of the analyst. 
Thus it rejected the d i s t inc t ion be tween langue and parole, i den t i fy ing 
the object of l inguist ics as the corpus of utterances of the language 
under inves t iga t ion col lected by f i e l d w o r k . I t sought to e l iminate 
any reference to meaning in the analysis of language, t rea t ing the 
corpus as a set of pure ly f o r m a l , iner t sequences of sounds. It 
sought to analyze this corpus mechanical ly , by means of an 
induct ive logic , that could ideal ly be under taken by a computer . 
Thus i t sought to establish by pure ly induc t ive means the fo rma l 
phonemic and syntact ic features of language, l eav ing questions of 
'mean ing ' to a behaviouris t psychology that was concerned w i t h 
language use: w i t h the connections be tween l i ngu i s t i c and other 
behavioural s t i m u l i and cor responding responses. 

In this w a y , i t was bel ieved, l inguist ics w o u l d at last become a 
posit ive science, for the s t ruc tu ra l descr ip t ion that emerged w o u l d 
owe n o t h i n g to the l inguis t and eve ry th ing to the mechanical 
appl ica t ion o f the logic o f i n d u c t i o n to an ob jec t ive corpus o f 
utterances. No reference w o u l d have to be made to a subjective 
interpretation, by either the analyst or the native speaker, of the 
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meaning o f the utterance, o f the funct ion o f language, o r o f t h e 
connec t ion be tween the parts o f the language. A l l the connections 
that w e r e discovered w o u l d be connections tha t indubi tably 
existed in the corpus. 

Th i s pos i t iv is t approach, a l though i t domina ted N o r t h Amer i ca 
l inguist ics in the immedia te pos t -war per iod , was b o t h l ingu i s t i -
ca l ly and phi losophica l ly inadequate. Its major weaknesses w e r e 
those of the crude pos i t i v i sm that i t sought to apply. This 
pos i t iv i sm assumes, f i r s t ly , that the object ( i n this case language) 
presents i t s e l f ready-made to the analyst and, secondly, that a logic 
of i n d u c t i o n can produce a satisfactory account of this object . B o t h 
of these assumptions are false. 

F i r s t ly , language does no t s imply present i t s e l f to the analyst. In 
any science w h a t is to be exp la ined is defined by the science itself. 
This po in t was realized ear ly in the deve lopment o f Vienna 
pos i t iv i sm. No theory seeks to exp l a in eve ry th ing , so every theory 
is a theory about a part of the w h o l e that is the w o r l d that we dai ly 
confront . T h e theory, therefore , is always based on an i n i t i a l 
abst ract ion f r o m that w h o l e that defines w h i c h aspects of the 
w h o l e the theory w i l l exp l a in , and w h i c h aspects i t w i l l ignore . 

W h e n the theory is evaluated emp i r i ca l l y i t can only be 
evaluated against the task it i n i t i a l l y set itself. Thus , for example, 
the theory o f r e l a t i v i t y revealed that the a m b i t i o n o f classical 
mechanics was too grandiose. H o w e v e r i t d i d no t change the use of 
classical mechanics by engineers i n t o the app l i ca t ion of a theory 
that was w r o n g . I t led to a r ede f in i t i on of the object of classical 
mechanics: a r ede f in i t ion of the l imi t s w i t h i n w h i c h classical 
mechanics cou ld be j u s t i f i e d empi r i ca l ly (and a corresponding 
conceptual re -eva lua t ion of classical theories). 

If a theory is to have any exp lana to ry value i t must be possible, 
in p r inc ip l e , to falsify the claims made by that t h e o r y empi r i ca l l y . 
Such fa ls i f ica t ion can o n l y be achieved w i t h i n the terms of the 
theory , and so can never be absolute. H o w e v e r if i t is to be possible 
at a l l the theory must define its object independent ly of its 
explanat ions. In other w o r d s i f the theory expressed in the c l a i m 
that ' a l l w o m e n are b i o l o g i c a l l y in fe r io r to m e n ' i s he ld to apply 
on ly to those w o m e n w h o are b io log ica l ly i n f e r i o r to par t icu la r 
men, the theory has no exp lana to ry value since it becomes a 
t au to logy . 

The realization that the object of every theory is ideal, in the 
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sense that the theory defines its o w n object , does no t mean that 
sciences are not emp i r i ca l . W h a t it does mean is that the science, 
or the par t i cu la r theory w h e r e agreed scientif ic procedures have 
not been established, has to define the condi t ions under w h i c h it 
w o u l d be e m p i r i c a l l y falsified. Th i s i t does by de f in ing in advance 
the object to w h i c h i t is he ld to apply, and this d e f i n i t i o n must be 
independent o f the par t i cu la r theory under r e v i e w . 

I f we apply this idea to language we can see that the corpus w i t h 
w h i c h B l o o m f i e l d i a n s t ruc tu ra l i sm confronts the l inguis t is no t 
given but is const ructed by the analyst. The corpus is a l ist of sound 
sequences that have been selected f r o m a c o m p l e x n e t w o r k of 
human behaviour . A l t h o u g h each sound sequence is different and 
was u t t e red i n a d i f ferent c o n t e x t the analyst w i l l c l a i m that some 
sequences or parts of sequences are ident ical . It is o n l y on the basis 
of the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of repeated occurrences of the same event that 
the logic of i n d u c t i o n can be appl ied, and yet i t is o n l y on the basis 
of a pa r t i cu la r abstract ion that utterances can be iden t i f i ed , for they 
were made by di f ferent people at different t imes for d i f ferent 
reasons. 

Thus the l inguis t has to use a par t i cu la r d e f i n i t i o n of language to 
abstract the corpus of utterances f r o m the mass of behavioura l and 
psychological data that is po ten t i a l ly available. For the B l o o m ­
fieldian language is defined w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of a behaviouris t 
psychology. Thus no reference is made to the understanding or 
intentions of the nat ive speaker in i den t i fy ing the corpus, nor is 
any reference made to sounds that do not have a l inguis t ic 
significance, defined i m p l i c i t l y in behavioura l terms, such as 
grunts, coughs, sneezes. Thus in establishing the corpus the analyst 
filters ou t aspects of behaviour or thought considered to be n o n -
l inguis t ic , and this can on ly be done on the basis of a de f in i t i on of 
language. 

Even the l inguis t ic corpus so produced w i l l be inadequate 
because i t w i l l be degenerate: many utterances w i l l be incomplete 
or w i l l include errors , ellipses, etc. Thus the l inguis t w i l l have to 
filter the data again to separate utterances that are correct and 
complete f r o m those that are degenerate. If this d i s t inc t ion is not 
made any analysis can be falsif ied immedia te ly by a na t ive speaker 
p roduc ing an ut terance w h i c h the g rammar has f o r m a l l y excluded. 
Thus the d i s t i nc t i on be tween langue and parole cannot be avoided in 
some f o r m , and the Bloomf ie ld ians d id no t avo id i t in pract ice. 
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The c ruc ia l issue is h o w langue is to be dis t inguished f r o m parole in 
such a w a y as to define an object in terms of w h i c h the theory can 
make claims w h i c h have a substantive e m p i r i c a l content . 

N o t o n l y is i t impossible to define language independent ly of a 
theory of language, i t is also impossible to analyze language 
i n d u c t i v e l y . The re are t w o major problems w i t h a logic o f 
i n d u c t i o n in this contex t . F i r s t ly , induc t ion can on ly establish 
regular relationships b e t w e e n elements that can be defined 
independent ly . Saussure's achievement was to show that the 
elements of language c o u l d no t be defined independent ly , for i t 
was the system that defined the elements. 

I f the parts cannot be def ined independently o f the w h o l e , then 
the w h o l e cannot be discovered induc t ive ly as the relations 
be tween the parts. Thus, for example , the i d e n t i t y of a g iven sound 
element in d i f fe ren t envi ronments is not a substantive i den t i t y that 
can be def ined acoust ical ly, it is a funct ional i d e n t i t y that can be 
defined o n l y by the constancy of its contrast w i t h other sound 
elements. Hence the e lement cannot be i d e n t i f i e d u n t i l the 
relations have been defined, bu t the relations cannot be established 
by i n d u c t i o n i f we don ' t k n o w in advance w h a t i s being related. 

T h e second p rob l em is that a logic of i n d u c t i o n operates on a 
f in i t e corpus and this means that i t cannot establish the bounds 
w h i c h res t r ic t the app l i cab i l i t y of a par t icu la r r e l a t i on . Log ica l ly 
this means that induc t ion cannot establish f r o m the fact that A has 
always been f o l l o w e d by B that nex t t ime A occurs B w i l l occur. 
In l inguis t ics the impor tance of this is that the po ten t i a l corpus is 
i n f in i t e , for language is c rea t ive and there is no upper -bound on 
the number of sentences that comprise the language. Thus 
language must have means fo r generat ing an i n f i n i t e number of 
sentences, and these means cannot be discovered by induc t ion . It 
was C h o m s k y w h o appl ied this phi losophical c r i t i q u e o f i n d u c t i v -
ism to B l o o m f i e l d i a n l inguis t ics . 

C h o m s k y was t ra ined in mathemat ics and ma themat i ca l logic , 
as w e l l as in l inguist ics , and this b rough t h i m i n t o contact w i t h the 
more sophisticated variants o f pos i t iv ism that had developed in 
response to the problems of the crude induc t iv i s t pos i t iv i sm of the 
Bloomf ie ld ians . Chomsky re in t roduced , and redefined, the 
d i s t inc t ion be tween langue and parole, r ecogniz ing that the object of 
l inguist ics was not g iven bu t had to be const ructed. He also 
rejected the emphasis on induction and adopted the neo-positivist 



Structuralism in Linguistics 133 

hypothe t ico-deduct ive m o d e l o f scientific exp lana t ion , according 
to w h i c h the scientist formulates cer ta in hypotheses, deduces the 
empi r ica l consequences of these hypotheses, and then tests these 
consequences against the evidence. An adequate theo ry , according 
to this m o d e l , is one w h i c h can generate deduc t ive ly those and 
only those emp i r i ca l statements that make up its domain : i t w i l l 
generate a l l t rue statements and no false ones. 

Chomsky argued, f i r s t ly , tha t the B l o o m f i e l d i a n behaviouris t 
de f in i t ion o f language, w h i c h i m p l i c i t l y under lay its de f in i t i on o f 
the corpus, was unacceptable. Chomsky ' s c r i t i que of behaviour­
ism is devastat ing and has been enormously i n f luen t i a l w i t h i n b o t h 
linguistics and psychology. For a behaviouris t the ut terance ' tha t 
bul l is m a d ' is a condi t ioned response to an encounter w i t h a m a d 
bu l l , and n o t h i n g more . I t does no t express the ' idea ' of a mad b u l l , 
nor does i t represent the app l ica t ion of some unconscious rules of 
language. Its re la t ion to the s t imulus that calls i t f o r t h requires no 
reference to ' m e n t a l ' r ea l i ty . 

C h o m s k y argued that this v i e w of language is, at best, 
incoherent . He argues in a r e v i e w of the w o r k o f Skinner 8 that 
outside the l abora to ry there is no clear w a y of i d e n t i f y i n g s t i m u l i 
and responses, and in pa r t i cu la r the stimulus cannot be ident i f ied 
independently of the response: the stimulus is on ly a stimulus 
because it has e l ic i ted a response. Hence the behaviouris t on ly 
'discovers ' that the stimulus of a mad b u l l operates because of the 
response ' that b u l l is mad ' . Cor respond ing ly the knowledge that 
there is a mad b u l l around cannot lead to the p r e d i c t i o n that there 
w i l l be a response ' that b u l l is mad ' . T h e response m i g h t be to 
ignore the b u l l , to scream and run , to misdiagnose the bul l ' s 
cond i t i on etc. Th i s c i r c u l a r i t y at the heart of behav iour i sm leads to 
even greater di f f icul t ies in its a t tempt to e x p l a i n language 
learning, for w h e n the c h i l d learns a language it acquires the 
capacity no t on ly to reproduce the appropr ia te response to a 
repeated st imulus, i t acquires the capacity to react in new ways to 
new situations. 

Chomsky ' s c r i t ique o f behaviour i sm led h i m to reassert the 
mentalist c l a i m that language cou ld on ly be unders tood as a menta l 
phenomenon. Th i s means that the object of l inguis t ics cannot be 
defined w i t h o u t reference to the m i n d . 

For C h o m s k y the object of l inguist ics is no t a corpus of 
utterances that have been identified as verbal behavioural stimuli 
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and responses. The object of l inguist ics is l i ngu i s t i c competence, 
defined as the native speaker's knowledge of the rules that he or 
she applies in speaking the language cor rec t ly . It is on ly these rules 
that can iden t i fy a pa r t i cu l a r sentence as be long ing to the 
language, thus it is these rules that are the object of l inguist ics . 

By f o r m u l a t i n g the concept o f a language in this w a y Chomsky 
gives l inguis t ics a f in i te object , the rules that generate a l l and only 
the sentences of the language, instead of the i n f i n i t e object that 
d e f i n i t i o n of langue in terms of a corpus provides. H o w e v e r , as we 
shall see, Chomsky 's d e f i n i t i o n of language does in t roduce a 
dangerous c i r c u l a r i t y i n t o l inguis t ics . 

H a v i n g defined l inguis t ic competence as the f in i t e set of rules 
that can generate the i n f i n i t e set of sentences of the language 
C h o m s k y goes on to argue that these rules cannot be generated by 
induc t ion . T h e phi losophical reasons for this have already been 
discussed. 

L ingu i s t i ca l l y the kinds of grammars produced by induc t ion are 
inadequate not only because they ignore the c rea t iv i ty of 
language, bu t also because they are in some sense complex , ad hoc 
and do no t uncover relat ions that correspond to our i n t u i t i v e 
unders tanding of the g r a m m a r of a language. A favour i t e example 
is the t w o sentences 'John is easy to please' and 'John is eager to 
please'. I f we consider these sentences w i t h reference to no th ing 
but the i r f o r m we are l ed i n t o ex t reme contor t ions . For example 
we k n o w that we can r e fo rmula t e the first sentence as 'John is 
easily pleased'. B y induc t ive general izat ion w e w i l l therefore 
k n o w that we can r e fo rmula te the second sentence as 'John is 
eagerly pleased'. U n f o r t u n a t e l y this r e f o r m u l a t i o n changed the 
meaning o f the sentence w h i l e the f i r s t , f o r m a l l y ident ica l , 
t r ans format ion , does not . Thus the general iza t ion fails and an ad 
hoc qua l i f i ca t i on w o u l d have to be in t roduced to a l l o w for this. 
C h o m s k y argues that a m u c h s impler g rammar can be produced i f 
we recognize that there are more fundamental g rammat ica l 
differences be tween the t w o sentences than can be revealed by a 
g rammar developed i n d u c t i v e l y . 

Thus C h o m s k y argues that a g rammar must be established 
deduc t ive ly , and the task of the l inguis t must be seen in the l i g h t of 
the hypo the t i co-deduc t ive m o d e l o f scientif ic e x p l a n a t i o n and not 
the outda ted mode l o f i n d u c t i v e general izat ion. T h e s ta r t ing po in t 
of linguistics is not a mass of empirical data waiting to be fed into a 
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w o r d - c r u n c h i n g computer , i t i s a theory of language w h i c h 
expresses, in hypothe t ica l f o r m , assertions about the nature of 
language f r o m w h i c h we can establish deduc t ive ly the f o r m o f 
grammar , and w i t h i n w h i c h w e can fo rmula t e grammars o f 
par t icu lar languages. 

C h o m s k y takes as his s ta r t ing poin t a ' t h e o r y of na tura l 
language as such' w h i c h provides h i m w i t h a series of linguistic 
universals. These universals define bo th the basic categories and the 
basic relat ions of l inguis t ic descr ip t ion. Organizational universals are 
intended to specify, ' the abstract s tructure of the subcomponents 
of a g rammar , as w e l l as the relat ions be tween the subcomponents ' . 
These universals dictate that the g rammar shall consist of a 
syntactic component w h i c h generates a surface s t ructure by the 
appl ica t ion of t ransformations to a deep s t ruc ture , a semantic 
component w h i c h provides an in t e rp re t a t ion of the deep structure, 
and a phonolog ica l component w h i c h provides a phonet ic i n t e r ­
pre ta t ion of the surface s t ructure . Formal universals define the 
character of the types of rules in the g rammar , as for example the 
requirement that cer ta in phonolog ica l rules be appl ied cyc l i ca l ly . 
Substantive universals 'define the sets of elements that may f igure in 
par t icu lar g rammars ' . 9 

T h e l ingu is t w i l l seek to const ruct a descr ip t ion o f a language i n 
terms of the abstract elements defined by the substantive 
universals, m a k i n g use of the kinds of relat ions specified by the 
fo rmal and organiza t ional universals. T h e cons t ruc t ion o f g r a m ­
mars fo r pa r t i cu la r languages w i l l obviously lead to the mod i f i c a ­
t ion o f the theory o f na tura l language i n the l i g h t o f the par t icular 
analyses. T h e task of l inguist ics i s p r i m a r i l y that of deve loping and 
i m p r o v i n g the theory of na tu ra l language, pa r t i cu l a r analyses are 
the means of do ing this. 

Chomsky ' s approach to language was e x t r e m e l y impor t an t in 
o v e r t h r o w i n g the crude behaviour is t ic pos i t i v i sm o f pos t -war 
A m e r i c a n s t ruc tura l i sm. H o w e v e r C h o m s k y does no t renounce 
pos i t iv ism, a l though in prac t ice he stretches i t beyond its l i m i t s . 
Chomsky replaces an inadequate and ou tda ted pos i t iv i sm by a 
more sophist icated and up- to-da te , but no less inadequate, vers ion. 
Chomsky , no less than B l o o m f i e l d , seeks to isolate language as an 
object f r o m meaning and f r o m con tex t and his l inguis t ics , no less 
than that of B l o o m f i e l d , leads to a comple te ly a r b i t r a r y fo rmal i sm 
that purports to tell us about both language and the mind, but in 
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fact tells us about neither. T h e p r o b l e m in each case is the same, i 
is the p r o b l e m of justifying the fo rma l l inguis t ic descriptions tha 
are produced. This is the fundamental p r o b l e m of pos i t iv ism. 

Chomsky ' s fundamental ob jec t ion to B l o o m f i e l d i a n l inguistics 
was that i t cou ld not j u s t i f y e i ther its observat ional basis or the 
generalizations that i t p roduced by induc t ion . Chomsky ' s solut ion 
is to adopt the more sophisticated hypothe t i co-deduc t ive mode l of 
scientif ic theories developed by Vienna pos i t iv i sm on the basis of 
precisely the same objections to induc t iv i sm. 

Chomsky ' s g rammar is s t ruc tured just l ike the neo-posit ivists ' 
theories, indeed the g r a m m a r is a theory of language. A universal 
g rammar is a theory that w i t h suitable specifications w i l l generate 
the grammars of al l pa r t i cu la r (and indeed al l possible) languages 
W i t h i n the grammars the syntact ic component is a pure ly f o r m a l 
system that relates strings of symbols to one another , w h i l e the 
semantic and phonologica l components in t e rp re t the t e r m i n a l 
strings generated by the syntax , i.e. map these strings of symbols 
on to the observational r e a l i t y of sound and meaning. T h u s 
Chomsky ' s l inguistics reproduces the radical pos i t iv is t separation 
of f o r m and content , syntax and semantics. 

T h e adop t ion of the hypo the t i co -deduc t ive mode l frees 
Chomsky ' s l inguist ics f r o m the constraints o f behaviour is t induc­
t i v i s m , bu t i t does no t solve the fundamental p rob lem of 
theore t ica l and observat ional j u s t i f i c a t i o n . T h e problems are those 
o f neo-pos i t iv i sm, and not s imply o f Chomsky ' s l inguist ics . 

N e o - p o s i t i v i s m has faced t w o fundamental , and insoluble, 
problems. F i r s t ly , since there is no such t h i n g as a pure observat ion 
statement i t has proved impossible to p rov ide any non-a rb i t r a ry 
demarca t ion be tween observat ional and theore t ica l statements. 
E v e r y observat ion statement abstracts elements f r o m a par t icu la r 
con tex t and subsumes t hem under general concepts: every 
observat ion statement rests on theoret ica l assumptions. 

T h e p r o b l e m , therefore, is that logica l connections can never 
take us outside language to a w o r l d of un theor ized observations. I f 
scientif ic theories are to be g iven any e m p i r i c a l content the 
d i s t i nc t ion be tween theore t i ca l and observat ional statements 
breaks d o w n . Thus there is no w a y in w h i c h theories can be 
evaluated against a r ea l i ty that is defined independent ly of the 
theory . Th i s means that there are grave dangers of c i r c u l a r i t y in 
the f o r m u l a t i o n of any scient i f ic theory . 
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Secondly, and more i m p o r t a n t l y , if a scient i f ic theory is a pure ly 
fo rma l construct there i s no w a y o f j u s t i f y i n g the adopt ion o f one 
theory rather than another. It is unfor tuna te ly the case that any 
f ini te set of observat ion statements can be generated by an i n f in i t e 
number o f d i f ferent theories, thus we have to have some w a y of 
dec id ing w h i c h theory is the best. If theories are supposed to be 
pure ly f o r m a l systems w e can on ly assess t h e m i n re la t ion to one 
another on f o r m a l grounds: the best theory is that w h i c h is 
simplest, most elegant, has the smallest number of axioms, the 
greatest power , or wha teve r . 

W h i c h theory is adopted w i l l depend o n the f o r m a l c r i t e r i a o f 
eva lua t ion selected, and this selection is, f r o m the scientific po in t 
o f v i e w , a rb i t r a ry . I t w i l l b e determined, for example , b y the 
constraints o f expos i t ion o r man ipu l a t i on o f the theory and not by 
any considerat ion of h o w adequate the theory is to the w o r l d . T h e 
isola t ion o f the theory f r o m the w o r l d o f observa t ion means that 
the theory has no purchase on rea l i ty : i t is no t l eg i t ima te to c l a i m 
that the theory can t e l l us any th ing about the w o r l d since i t is 
const ructed accord ing to pu re ly fo rma l c r i t e r i a . 

Thus the advantages of the hypo the t i co-deduc t ive model over 
the induc t iv i s t mode l are pu re ly fo rma l : i t admits more elegant 
theories that are able to avo id recourse to the ad hoc because the i r 
p o w e r i s not res t r ic ted by the constraints o f induc t iv i sm. In 
substantive terms, h o w e v e r , the hypothe t ico-deduc t ive m o d e l 
produces theories that have no greater p o w e r than those produced 
by the induc t iv i s t m o d e l . B o t h models l i m i t knowledge to the 
observat ional content of the system under r e v i e w . 

These problems are no t s imply of phi losophica l significance, 
they undermine Chomsky ' s l inguistics a l together . The f i rs t 
p r o b l e m is that the corpus of sentences to be generated by the 
g rammar cannot be defined independently of the grammar . 

For Chomsky l inguist ics does not seek to expla in a l l the 
sentences u t t e red by na t ive speakers, nor a l l the meaningful 
sentences u t te red by na t ive speakers, bu t a l l , and on ly , the 
grammatical sentences u t t e r e d by a nat ive speaker. A n y g rammar is 
evaluated by its ab i l i t y to generate these sentences. H o w e v e r to 
say that a sentence is g r a m m a t i c a l is to say that it has been 
generated in accordance w i t h the rules o f g rammar . Hence i t i s 
on ly the g rammar that defines w h i c h sentences are g rammat i ca l . 
The danger of circularity should be apparent, for if the grammar 
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defines w h i c h sentences are to count as g r ammat i ca l there is no 
independent corpus w i t h w h i c h to evaluate the grammar : any 
grammar w i l l do. 

C h o m s k y avoids such a devastat ing conclusion by def in ing 
g r a m m a t i c a l i t y ve ry loosely. He appeals to the 'na t ive speaker's 
i n t u i t i o n ' to define w h i c h sentences are g r a m m a t i c a l , and in 
pract ice the 'na t ive speaker' in question is C h o m s k y or one of his 
associates. 

T h e i m p l i c i t assumption is that the 'nat ive speaker's i n t u i t i o n ' is 
the expression o f some ob jec t ive standards o f g r a m m a t i c a l i t y 
inherent in the native speaker's l inguis t ic competence. H o w e v e r 
nat ive speakers' judgements of the acceptabi l i ty of sentences, and 
pa r t i cu l a r l y of the d i s t inc t ion be tween sentences tha t are semanti-
cal ly and syntact ical ly unacceptable, w i l l express no t on ly the i r 
' competence ' bu t also the theories of g r ammar that they have 
learnt in the past. Thus Chomsky ' s c r i t e r i o n avoids c i r c u l a r i t y at 
the expense o f evaluat ing one theory o f g r ammar in terms o f its 
concordance w i t h another. I t should not be surpr is ing that the 
la t ter turns ou t to be v e r y l i ke the prescr ip t ive schoolbook 
grammar , so that Chomsky 's l inguis t ic r e v o l u t i o n actual ly p r o ­
duces some ve ry convent ional results. 

T h e d e f i n i t i o n of the corpus is a ve ry serious p rob lem, and 
especially so i f l inguistics tries to go beyond the explana t ion of a 
corpus o f g rammat ica l sentences towards the explana t ion o f 
language as it is used in everyday speech. E v e n more serious, 
however , i s the p rob lem of the j u s t i f i c a t i o n of the l inguis t ic theory 
that generates this corpus. Th i s is the second major p r o b l e m faced 
by neo-pos i t iv i sm. Since the theory of language and the grammars 
that i t produces are pure ly f o r m a l , on ly f o r m a l c r i t e r i a can 
l e g i t i m a t e l y be used to evaluate a l ternat ive theories. T h e p rob l em 
then becomes one o f j u s t i f y i n g the par t icu la r c r i t e r i a o f evaluat ion 
that are adopted. 

In Chomsky ' s case the theory of language specifies the 
organ iza t iona l , fo rma l and substantive universals of language 
w h i c h define in advance the character of any pa r t i cu l a r grammar . 
The details v a r y in di f ferent versions of the theo ry , bu t basically 
Chomsky ' s theory tells us tha t the g rammar of any na tura l 
language can be w r i t t e n in the f o r m dic ta ted by his theory of 
language—as three components , w i t h base and t ransformat ions , 
using such elements as Nouns, Verbs, Sentences, etc., which are 
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established independently of the relations b e t w e e n these categories 
in any par t icu la r language, but w h i c h are hypothesized as 
universals. On the basis o f this theory of language the l inguis t can 
construct a descr ip t ion of the language in terms of these abstract 
elements m a k i n g use of the kinds of re la t ions specified in the 
fo rma l and organiza t iona l universals. 

Despi te cer ta in ambigui t ies , i t seems clear enough that C h o m s k y 
does no t regard his g r a m m a r as o f f e r ing s imply one possible 
descr ip t ion of language among an i n f in i t e number of possible 
descriptions. T h e g r ammar is supposed to p r o v i d e a model of the 
speaker's competence, that competence be ing the speaker's t ac i t 
' k n o w l e d g e ' of a language, that knowledge h a v i n g been learned 
and p r o v i d i n g the basic menta l apparatus w h i c h enables the 
speaker to p e r f o r m . Hence Chomsky f o l l o w s Saussure in seeing 
the object of l inguist ics as a system whose cons t i tu t ive relat ions 
are 'psychological and log ica l connections' , the a i m of l inguist ics 
being to describe h o w the m i n d w o r k s w h e n l ea rn ing to speak and 
w h e n speaking. 

Problems o f j u s t i f i c a t i o n str ike Chomsky ' s g rammar a t t w o 
levels. F i r s t ly , i f we accept Chomsky 's universa l grammar , there i s 
the p r o b l e m of establishing a unique descr ip t ion of any pa r t i cu la r 
language. Secondly, there is the p r o b l e m of j u s t i f y i n g the 
postulates of the universal g rammar . T h e f i rs t p rob lem is i t s e l f 
serious. It has been established that for any conceivable recurs ively 
enumerable na tura l language 

'there is a version of the theory of transformational grammar in which there is a 
fixed base grammar B which w i l l serve as the base component o f a grammar o f 
any natural language'. 1 0 

This applies for any B we care to choose. In o ther words the 
weakness of the constraints on the t ransformat iona l component is 
such that , because excessive power is g iven to the t r ans format ion 
rules, any language can be represented in t ransformat ional f o r m 
on the basis of any fixed base grammar wha teve r . This means tha t 
i f we a r b i t r a r i l y w r i t e a g rammar for the base, we can then t u r n 
this base i n t o any language we choose, even an invented one, by 
app ly ing enough t ransformat ions . Simple Engl i sh , for example , 
can be turned in to Chinese by app ly ing enough t rans format ion 
rules. Hence there are an in f in i t e number o f grammars w h i c h w i l l 
satisfy Chomsky's theory of language for any particular language, 
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w h i l e there is no conceivable language that cannot be represented 
in t ransformat ional f o r m . Hence there i s no w a y o f k n o w i n g 
w h i c h of a l l possible grammars is the correct one for a par t icu lar 
language, on the one hand, and no conceivable language cou ld 
falsify the theory of language on the other . 

C h o m s k y gets around this a w k w a r d fact by establishing an 
eva lua t ion rule to decide w h i c h g rammar is appropr ia te . T h e 
eva lua t ion ru le tells us to select that g rammar w h i c h is simplest 
w h i l e account ing for a l l the facts. S i m p l i c i t y is defined as a 
measure of the degree o f ' l i n g u i s t i c a l l y s ignif icant genera l iza t ion ' 
achieved by a grammar . 

C h o m s k y therefore establishes a unique g r a m m a r for a language 
by app ly ing t w o sets of c r i t e r i a . On the one hand, the g rammar 
must accord w i t h his theory o f language—it must be w r i t t e n in 
t rans format iona l f o r m , w i t h Nouns , Verbs , etc. On the other hand 
i t must be the 's implest ' such grammar . To j u s t i f y a par t icu lar 
g rammar , therefore, i t i s necessary to j u s t i f y the theory of 
language and the s imp l i c i t y measure, w h i c h takes us to the second 
level o f j u s t i f i c a t i o n , that o f the theory itself. 

Since the general theory and the s imp l i c i t y measure are the 
c r i t e r i a by w h i c h par t icu la r grammars are established, they cannot 
der ive f r o m the study of pa r t i cu la r languages. Thus we are back 
w i t h the p r o b l e m of j u s t i f y i n g the a priori s ta r t ing po in t . He re again 
C h o m s k y argues that his theory of language is appropr ia te because 
i t is in some sense the simplest. Thus the eva lua t ion of theories of 
language, as m u c h as the eva lua t ion of par t icu lar grammars , hangs 
en t i r e ly o n the c r i t e r i on o f s i m p l i c i t y . 

Th i s c r i t e r i o n o f s i m p l i c i t y i s nei ther pu re ly fo rmal nor 
unambiguous. On the one hand, in purely fo rma l te rms, i t is ra re ly 
the case that one theory is unambiguously s impler than another. 
For example , one theory may p rov ide a simpler descr ip t ion of the 
corpus than another, w h i l e i m p l y i n g a m u c h more complex 
mechanism for the p r o d u c t i o n and unders tanding of sentences. 
One may have a large number of simple rules, another a f e w 
complex rules. Thus it is no t possible to use a pu re ly f o r m a l 
c r i t e r i o n to evaluate theories. 

S i m p l i c i t y is not something inherent in the theo ry , i t depends on 
the purposes the theory is designed to serve. In o ther words one 
cannot establish the adequacy of a theory w i t h o u t asking wha t the 
theory is supposed to be adequate to. A theory which is supposed to 
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p rov ide an economical w a y of present ing the grammar of a 
language i n a book w i l l be subjected to d i f fe ren t c r i t e r i a f r o m 
those appl ied to a theory w h i c h is supposed to enable a pa r t i cu la r 
type of compute r to reproduce the g r a m m a t i c a l sentences of a 
language, and these w i l l be di f ferent in t u r n f r o m the c r i t e r i a to be 
appl ied to a theory that is supposed to p rov ide an account of the use 
of language by nat ive speakers or one that is supposed to account 
for the learn ing of a language by a c h i l d . 

Th i s p r o b l e m of the absence of any n o n - a r b i t r a r y and u n a m ­
biguous c r i t e r i a o f eva lua t ion o f a l te rna t ive grammars o r o f 
a l te rna t ive theories of language arises because of the pure ly f o r m a l 
concept ion of a theory that is associated w i t h the pos i t iv is t 
dissociat ion of language f r o m its con tex t . T h e p rob l em is tha t 
C h o m s k y , no less than the Bloomfie ld ians , reduces language to a 
set of g rammat ica l sentences. H o w e v e r , a set of g r ammat i ca l 
sentences, d ivo rced f r o m the con tex t in w h i c h they serve a 
l ingu is t i c func t ion , do no t const i tute a language. I f we abstract 
f r o m the meaning o f these sentences and i f we abstract f r o m the i r 
func t ion w i t h i n human in te rac t ion o f c o m m u n i c a t i n g mean ing 
then we also are unable to make any s igni f icant dis t inct ions 
be tween meaningless strings of symbols and the meaningful use of 
language by human ind iv idua ls . 

C h o m s k y recognizes that the c r i t e r i o n of s imp l i c i t y i s no t 
unambiguous for his eva lua t ion rule is no t pure ly fo rma l , bu t 
refers again to the na t ive speaker's i n t u i t i o n in its reference to 
' l i ngu i s t i ca l l y s ignif icant ' general izat ion. Thus for Chomsky the 
best theory of language, and the best g r ammar , is that w h i c h 
accords most closely w i t h the nat ive speaker's i n t u i t i o n o f 
g r a m m a t i c a l i t y . H o w e v e r there is not any absolute and objec t ive 
w a y of dec id ing w h a t i s a l ingu i s t i ca l ly s ignif icant general iza t ion, 
for this w i l l depend o n the native speaker's, or the l inguis t ' s 
concept ion of w h a t a language is. Thus w h a t Chomsky ' s theory of 
language does is to fo rma l i ze w h a t C h o m s k y thinks a language is 
about. 

W h e n i t comes d o w n to i t Chomsky ' s concep t ion o f language i s 
a ve ry id iosyncra t ic one. C h o m s k y regards language as a mechan i ­
cal m o d e l that derives sentences by the au tomat ic app l ica t ion of 
rules. T h e f o r m of language, the rules o f language, and the 
genera t ion of sentences are a l l defined w i t h o u t any reference to 
the context in which language is learned and used, and so without 
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any reference to the i n t e n t i o n to communica te w h i c h , for most 
people, is w h a t gives language its significance. 

T h e w a y i n w h i c h C h o m s k y proposes the p r o b l e m o f l inguist ics 
i s in terms of the computa t iona l problems involved, in language 
l ea rn ing w h e n faced w i t h a degenerate inpu t o f symbols whose 
meaning i s u n k n o w n . He argues that the k i n d of induc t ive log ic 
proposed by the Bloomf ie ld ians w o u l d not a l l o w the computer to 
learn the language because i t w o u l d lead to clear errors , matched 
by the blunders of early t rans la t ing machines. Thus the computer 
w o u l d have to be p r o g r a m m e d w i t h a theory o f language w h i c h i t 
cou ld then use to establish the g rammar of the pa r t i cu la r language 
be ing presented to i t . 

I n o rder t o establish w h a t k i n d o f p r o g r a m m e ( ' theory o f 
language') w o u l d enable the computer to do this sat isfactori ly 
C h o m s k y d r e w on the most recent advances in ma themat ica l log ic 
that had, u n t i l the advent of the computer , been the esoteric 
concern o f phi losophical logicians. 

T h e advances in ma themat ica l log ic in quest ion had come about 
because of the posi t ivis t concern to develop a pu re ly fo rma l and 
un i f i ed language in w h i c h the na tura l sciences c o u l d express the i r 
results w i t h o u t being subject to the dis tor t ions , ambiguit ies and 
misunderstandings that arise f r o m the use of na tu r a l languages. 
This projec t was a t the hear t of the neo-posi t iv is t enterprise of 
p u r i f y i n g the language o f science and o f e x p u n g i n g a l l traces o f 
metaphysics that had come to be iden t i f i ed w i t h the misuse of 
language. Th i s project faced t w o dif ferent sets of problems, one 
the p r o b l e m of the cons t ruc t ion of f o rma l languages, the other the 
p r o b l e m of t ranslat ing na tu ra l languages in to f o r m a l languages 
w i t h o u t loss o f meaning. 

In adop t ing mathemat ica l log ic as the means to understand 
na tura l languages Chomsky was essentially c a r r y i n g out the neo-
posi t iv is t project in reverse. T h e p rob l em he set h i m s e l f was that 
of genera t ing log ica l ly the g rammat i ca l sentences of a na tura l 
language, w h i l e neo-pos i t iv i sm had set i t s e l f the p r o b l e m of 
t rans la t ing na tura l languages i n t o the fo rma l system of an a r t i f i c i a l 
log ic . T h e mathemat ica l l og ic developed by the la t t e r p rov ided a 
means of achieving this t rans la t ion . Thus C h o m s k y used the same 
log ic to achieve the reverse result , to produce a l og ica l device (a 
g rammar and a theory of language) to generate the g rammat ica l 
sentences of na tura l language. 
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Chomsky ' s theory of language does not , therefore , derive f r o m 
a considerat ion of the quest ion h o w do we unders tand h o w people 
in the course of the i r social i n t e rac t ion l ea rn and use the i r 
language? I t derives f r o m the p rob l em of f o r m a l i z a t i o n o f the rules 
gove rn ing the genera t ion of strings of l ingu i s t i c symbols, a 
p r o b l e m that arises l a rge ly because of the impover i shed pos i t iv is t 
concept ion of language that serves as the s ta r t ing poin t b o t h for 
Chomsky ' s l inguist ics and for the ma thema t i ca l log ic he applies 
to the so lu t ion of his p rob l em. Chomsky ' s l inguist ics is as 
misconceived as was the phi losophical p ro jec t on w h i c h i t is 
based. 

Chomsky ' s l inguist ics has had an impac t far beyond the n a r r o w 
circ le o f theorists o f language. A l t h o u g h f e w structuralists outside 
l inguist ics have taken d i rec t inspi ra t ion f r o m Chomsky , his w o r k 
appears to offer a d rama t i c c o n f i r m a t i o n of the power of the 
s t ruc tura l me thod and of the possibilities i t opens up for a c q u i r i n g 
knowledge o f the menta l foundations o f our l inguis t ic capaci ty 
and so of our human i ty . I t i s therefore v e r y i m p o r t a n t to b r i n g ou t 
c lear ly the basis on w h i c h Chomsky arrives at his theore t ica l 
results. 

Chomsky ' s w o r k has great impor tance w i t h i n linguistics b o t h in 
c lea r ing away the previous naive B l o o m f i e l d i a n posi t iv ism, and in 
b r i n g i n g to the a t ten t ion of linguists many s t r i k i n g , and previous ly 
unnot iced , fo rma l propert ies o f natural languages. W h a t e v e r the 
fate o f Chomsky 's theory these cont r ibu t ions w i l l remain. B e y o n d 
l inguist ics , however , i t is the theory that is i m p o r t a n t and thus, fo r 
us, the p r o b l e m of the a r b i t r a r y character o f bo th the theory o f 
language and the grammars der ived f r o m it is fundamental to a 
considerat ion of the lessons of Chomsky 's l inguis t ics . 

T h e weaknesses of Chomsky ' s l inguist ics are precisely those 
aspects that are taken by structuralists to be the key c o n t r i b u t i o n 
of C h o m s k y . I t seems that Chomsky offers a pu re ly object ive and 
scient if ic approach to language, the supreme embodiment of 
human cu l tu re , in w h i c h language can be t rea ted as an iner t object 
w i t h i n w h i c h object ive structures can be uncovered , behind w h i c h 
can be found unconscious menta l capacities. 

H o w e v e r this mode l of language is no t der ived f r o m a 
considerat ion of language at a l l . I t derives f r o m a methodo log ica l 
procedure that dissociates the sentences that are the r aw ma te r i a l 
of language from any linguistically relevant context in order to 



144 The Foundations of Structuralism 

establish an unquest ionably ' ob jec t ive ' corpus. Th i s procedure, 
d ic ta ted by the neo-posi t iv is t phi losophy u n d e r l y i n g C h o m s k y ' 
l inguis t ics and not by any considerat ion of language, dissociate 
considera t ion of the f o r m a l propert ies of the sound sequences tha 
make up the sentences of a language f r o m any considerat ion of the 
condi t ions under w h i c h such sound sequences are produced or 
in t e rp re ted , and so of the condi t ions under w h i c h they func t ion as 
a par t of a language. In o the r words the me thodo log ica l decision 
that was taken apparent ly in the interests of the development of a 
scient if ic l inguist ics in fact achieves a complete dissociation of the 
f o r m of language f r o m its content and so the results achieved 
are in t u r n pure ly fo rma l , dep r ived of any l ingu i s t i c significance. 
T h e result is ' sc ient i f ic ' accord ing to the pos i t iv is t caricature o 
science, bu t i t i s not l inguis t ics , i f the a im of l inguis t ics is to achieve 
k n o w l e d g e o f language. 

C h o m s k y is able to t reat language as an i ne r t object , and so to 
reduce language to a fo rma l s t ructure , because of a me thodo log ica l 
decision the price of w h i c h is a neglect of e v e r y t h i n g that makes 
noises i n t o a language. L ingu i s t i c a l l y the grammars selected and 
the theory of language proposed must be a r b i t r a r y . 

T h e a r b i t r a r y character o f Chomsky ' s theory o f language has 
become increasingly apparent w i t h i n l inguist ics in the past decade. 
I t soon became clear, and of ten to Chomsky before anybody else, 
that the mode l Chomsky had developed cou ld n o t handle na tura l 
languages as s imply as had been hoped. Once the m o d e l began to be 
m o d i f i e d and made more c o m p l e x in order to deal w i t h anomalies, 
in o ther w o r d s as the m o d e l came to be conf ron ted more closely 
w i t h ex i s t i ng natura l languages, the fact that the c r i t e r i a by w h i c h 
a l te rna t ive theories m i g h t be evaluated were l ingu i s t i ca l ly a r b i ­
t r a r y became progressively more apparent. N o t on ly was 
Chomsky ' s t ransformat ional g r ammar made increasingly complex , 
but non- t rans format iona l grammars w e r e also be ing developed 
that we re of sufficient p o w e r to handle na tura l languages. 

T h e result has been a p r o l i f e r a t i o n of theories of language in the 
w a k e o f C h o m s k y : case g r a m m a r , re la t ional g r a m m a r , generative 
semantics, Mon tague g r ammar , appl icat ional g rammar , systemic 
g rammar , s t ra t i f ica t ional g r ammar , etc.: be tween none o f w h i c h i t 
i s possible to judge on l ingu i s t i c grounds and a l l of w h i c h are 
l og i ca l l y equivalent in the sense that each tries to produce a 
mechanism that can reproduce the grammatical sentences of the 
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language and the proponents of each c l a i m that their m o d e l is 
s impler , more i n t u i t i v e o r more 'na tu ra l ' . 

Th i s p ro l i f e r a t i on o f neo-posi t iv is t theories o f language ove r 
the last decade has led more and more people to question not this or 
that f o r m of the theory but the posi t ivis t approach to language 
al together . I f pos i t iv i sm leads to theories of language that are 
pure ly fo rma l and en t i r e ly a rb i t r a ry then we are led back to the 
quest ion of the nature and functions of language and to a re jec t ion 
o f the posi t ivis t i so la t ion o f language f r o m its contex t . 

I f theories are to be j u d g e d by their 'naturalness ' this can o n l y be 
in r e l a t ion to a pa r t i cu la r concept ion of the nature of language. 
Cons idera t ion of this quest ion cannot be d i v o r c e d f r o m consider­
a t ion of the intent ions of those for w h o m noises func t ion as a 
language. This has led to an increasing concern w i t h the 
phenomenological approach t o l inguist ics , and pa r t i cu l a r ly w i t h 
the w o r k o f the Prague C i r c l e and o f R o m a n Jakobson w h i c h 
combined elements of b o t h the phenomenologica l and the 
posi t iv is t approaches, using phenomenology for its theore t ica l 
insp i ra t ion , but re jec t ing the phenomenologica l method . C o n ­
siderat ion of Prague l inguis t ics is especially i m p o r t a n t fo r our 
purposes because i t was f r o m Roman Jakobson that Lévi-Strauss 
f i rs t learnt about s t ruc tura l i sm. 

4 F O R M A N D F U N C T I O N : T H E P R A G U E 

L I N G U I S T I C C I R C L E 

Chomsky ' s l inguist ics relates s t rongly to the posi t ivis t side of 
Saussure's approach to language according to w h i c h the propert ies 
of language der ive f r o m unconscious men ta l structures that are 
imposed on sound and though t substance. I have argued in the 
previous sections that this approach to language is unacceptable 
because the structures uncovered are a r b i t r a r y : there is no w a y in 
w h i c h l ingu i s t i ca l ly s igni f icant s t ruc tura l relat ions can be d is ­
t inguished f r o m cont ingent relations that are imposed by the 
analyst. 

A n y l inguis t ic theory , even one p ropounded by a pos i t iv is t , 
expresses cer ta in ideas about the nature of language, and so rests 
on an i n t u i t i v e unders tanding of w h a t i s i n v o l v e d in speaking and 
understanding a language. In other w o r d s it is not in fact the case 
that a linguist can treat the language as an inert object, as a set of 
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sentences d ivorced f r o m the context of use, because the l inguis t 
can o n l y formula te a theory o f language in accordance w i t h 
ce r t a in ideas about the na ture of language. 

O n c e the issue is b r o u g h t in to the open the a r t i f i c i a l , and 
c o u n t e r - i n t u i t i v e , character o f Chomsky 's n o t i o n o f language 
becomes apparent. W h e n we consider the na ture o f language we 
cannot avo id consider ing it as a means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n , and this 
leads to a qui te d i f fe ren t approach to language w h i c h tries to 
discover the system of language by re la t ing i t to the functions of 
language as a means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . It is this approach that was 
developed by the Prague L inguis t i c C i r c l e . 

T h e Prague C i r c l e de r i ved insp i ra t ion f r o m a number of sources 
and emerged, i n part , f r o m the concern w i t h language o f the 
Russian Formalists, of w h o m Jakobson had been a leading theoris t . 
F r o m Saussure they de r ived a concern w i t h the systematic 
character o f language and w i t h the mechanisms by w h i c h language 
achieved its expressive and communica t ive ends, bu t they rejected 
Saussure's residual psychologism for w h i c h in t rospec t ion cou ld 
reveal these mechanisms. F r o m neo-pos i t iv i sm they de r ived a 
c o m m i t m e n t to the ' sc ien t i f i c ' analysis of these mechanisms, in 
sharp reac t ion to all forms of roman t i c i sm, and this i n f o r m e d the i r 
concern w i t h structure as the source of mean ing immanent in the 
object , so that they considered not the r e l a t i on between the 
mean ing-c rea t ing subject and language as a pure object , but ra ther 
the relat ions w i t h i n language that made i t possible for language to 
g ive meaning an intersubject ive existence. H o w e v e r the most 
i m p o r t a n t source for the Prague School was p robab ly that of the 
phenomenology o f E d m u n d Husserl . 

F r o m Husserl the Russian Formalists , and the Prague C i r c l e 
after t hem, took thei r oppos i t ion to psychologism and to 
na tu ra l i sm and this co lou red their reac t ion to Saussure. 

For the Prague C i r c l e language has to be treated as an 
autonomous rea l i ty , and no t as a psychological phenomenon, so 
the propert ies of language cannot be exp la ined s imply as the 
i m p o s i t i o n of a psychologica l f o r m on an acoustic or conceptual 
substance. Language is an in ten t iona l object whose s tructure is an 
expression of its func t ion as an ins t rument of h u m a n co mmu n ica ­
t i o n . Linguis t ics therefore has to be a te leo logica l discipl ine that 
seeks the s tructure of language not t h r o u g h an in t rospect ive 
psychology, as Saussure continued to believe, nor through a search 
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for pu re ly fo rma l connect ions, as C h o m s k y la ter thought , b u t by 
r e l a t i ng l inguis t ic f o r m to l inguis t ic func t ion . 

T h e Prague C i r c l e d i d no t take this phenomenologica l approach 
to language to its l i m i t s . In par t icu lar they d i d no t believe that 
phenomenologica l methods alone cou ld p r o v i d e a sound basis fo r 
l inguis t ics . Thus refence to the i n t e n t i o n a l i t y of language users 
w o u l d provide the means for d iscover ing the s t ruc tura l relat ions 
of language and for r evea l ing the l ingu is t i c significance of these 
relat ions, but the methods of pos i t iv i sm c o u l d s t i l l be used to v e r i f y 
(or falsify) the resu l t ing hypotheses. Thus the Prague C i r c l e 
combined a te leo logica l theore t ica l approach w i t h a r i go rous ly 
' sc ien t i f i c ' me thodo logy . 

It should be no ted that observat ion and exper imen t has o n l y a 
res t r ic ted role in the Prague canon. O b s e r v a t i o n can t e l l us 
w h e t h e r or not postulated relationships exis t , bu t i t cannot t e l l us 
w h e t h e r or not observed relationships have l ingu is t i c significance 
unless we refer to the l i ngu i s t i c func t ion of the relat ionship and so 
to the i n t en t ion i t serves to ar t icula te . 

T h e insistence on the te leological character o f l inguistics i s o f 
fundamental impor tance to Prague l inguis t ics and i t is this tha t 
marks i t o f f f r o m the pos i t i v i sm that has domina ted other schools 
of l inguis t ics in this cen tu ry . For the Prague C i r c l e language is 
t rea ted as an ins t rument , and not as an object , so the ob jec t ive 
approach to language characteris t ic o f the m o m e n t o f observat ion 
and expe r imen t is on ly prov is iona l , p roduc t of a me thodo log ica l 
and n o t an on to log i ca l decision. T h e te leology of Prague 
l inguist ics means that language cannot be understood w i t h o u t 
reference to the human subjects w h o communica t e by means of 
language and so the systematic qualit ies of language cannot be 
analyzed w i t h o u t reference to meaning. 

M o r e o v e r i t implies that the au tonomy of l inguis t ics i s also o n l y 
a p rov i s iona l au tonomy, for language is bu t one aspect of h u m a n 
social and cu l tu ra l existence and cannot be analyzed in i so la t ion 
f r o m that existence. T h e result is that language is seen as on ly one 
system w i t h i n a 'system of systems' w h i c h l o o k at the same r e a l i t y 
f r o m di f ferent points o f v i e w . I t i s therefore impossible to de r ive 
psychological conclusions d i r ec t l y f r o m l ingu i s t i c facts, since 
l inguis t ics and psychology l ook at language f r o m different points 
of v i e w . Final ly i t impl ies that language i s an ex t r eme ly c o m p l e x 
reality that can be studied from many different linguistic points of 
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v i e w corresponding to the di f ferent functions that language can 
serve, so the m o n o l i t h i c and static Saussurean m o d e l of l inguis t ic 
s t ruc ture is undermined . Jakobson has recent ly insisted that the 
d ive r s i ty of language is 

'the chief target of international linguistic thought in its endeavours to overcome 
the Saussurean model of language as a static uniform system of mandatory rules 
and to supplant this oversimplified and artificial construct by the dynamic v i ew of 
a diversified, convertible code w i t h regard to the different functions of language. 
As long as this conception finds its adepts again and again, we must repeat that 
any experimental reduction of linguistic reality can lead to valuable scientific 
conclusions so long as we do not take the deliberately narrowed frame of the 
experiment for the unrestricted linguistic reality' . 1 1 

For Prague l inguist ics the aspects of language that concern the 
l ingu is t are those aspects that are relevant to language's functions. 
Language is therefore a socia l ly elaborated set of rules adapted to a 
set of functions. I t is these functions that p rov ide l inguistics w i t h 
the a priori on the basis of w h i c h its systems can be constructed. T h e 
functions do not der ive f r o m properties o f the m i n d , but f r o m the 
needs of c o m m u n i c a t i o n w h i c h themselves depend on the social 
con t ex t . 

Language is exp la ined theore t ica l ly by showing h o w it is a 
means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n adapted to its functions, subject to 
constraints o f physiology ( fo r example the d i s c r imina to ry powers 
o f hear ing) , o f psychology ( for example the capacity o f the 
m e m o r y ) , and sociology ( fo r example the channels o f c o m m u n i ­
ca t ion , the extent o f shared i n f o r m a t i o n , the o r i en t a t i on o f the 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ) . Language is, therefore, no t an ine r t object, b u t a 
t e leo log ica l system, that te leo logy be ing a social te leology. 

T h e func t iona l approach to language, p ioneered in the Prague 
analysis o f the d is t inc t ive func t ion o f sound, breaks w i t h Saussure's 
pos i t iv i sm in seeing language as an ins t rument and not as an object . 
T h e concept o f func t ion b o t h founds the au tonomy of the system 
and l inks i t to the env i ronmen t in w h i c h i t functions. The concept 
of f u n c t i o n makes i t possible to iden t i fy the system by p r o v i d i n g 
the p r i n c i p l e according to w h i c h the system is constructed. In this 
w a y i t makes i t possible to iden t i fy s imultaneously the elements o f 
the system, elements w h i c h are defined in r e l a t ion to t he i r 
func t iona l role in the system, and to i den t i fy the systematic 
relat ions be tween those elements. 
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I t i s on ly the concept of funct ion w h i c h makes i t possible to 
dis t inguish be tween l i ngu i s t i ca l ly per t inent and l ingu i s t i ca l ly n o n -
per t inent relations, and so between l i ngu i s t i c a l l y per t inent and 
l ingu is t i ca l ly non-pe r t inen t features of the elements of the system. 
M o u n i n is charac ter i s t ica l ly b lunt in his insistence on the 
cen t r a l i t y o f the concept o f funct ion i n s t ruc tu ra l l inguist ics: 

'There is a structure because there is a choice in the arrangement of the units. 
Wha t is the cr i ter ion of this choice? It is the function, a notion fundamental to 
structural linguistics. Every t ime anyone refers to structuralism in the human 
sciences wi thout referring at the same time to functionalism, while c la iming to 
use models provided by structural linguistics, there is reason to believe that one is 
dealing w i t h pure babbling, or even a completely empty psittacism'. 1 2 

T h e in t e rven t ion o f the concept o f f unc t i on implies a decisive 
break w i t h the psychologism w h i c h was s t i l l character is t ic o f 
Saussure's w o r k . T r u b e t z k o j , despite ear ly hints o f psychologism, 
was emphat ic: 

'Recourse to psychology must be avoided in defining the phoneme since the latter 
is a linguistic and not a psychological concept. A n y reference to " l inguis t ic 
consciousness" must be ignored in defining the phoneme' . 1 3 

In m a k i n g e x p l i c i t the funct ional basis of language the Prague 
l inguists purged l inguist ics o f any i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f language in 
terms of a psychological r ea l i ty , whe the r i n d i v i d u a l o r co l l ec t ive , 
conscious or unconscious. T h e relat ions w h i c h const i tute the 
system in question are unambiguously func t iona l and not psy­
cho log ica l relations. Inves t iga t ion o f the psychological i m p l i c a ­
tions of the f indings of l inguist ics has to be lef t to psychology, bu t 
there is no necessary i m p l i c a t i o n that the system defined by the 
func t i on has any psychologica l rea l i ty . 

In b reak ing w i t h Saussurean pos i t iv i sm, the Prague l inguists 
also b roke w i t h the r i g i d Saussurean opposi t ions be tween langue 
and parole, on the one hand, and be tween synchrony and d iachrony , 
o n the other. T h e f o r m e r d is t inc t ion , w h i l e o f me thodo log ica l 
value, constitutes a ba r r i e r i f elevated to an on to log ica l l eve l . 

T h e oppos i t ion to the r i g i d i t y of the langue/parole d iv i s ion was 
developed even before the rise of the Prague L inguis t i c C i r c l e in 
the w o r k of the Russian Formalists . T h e Formalists saw speech no t 
simply as a realization of langue, but rather as the creative act 



150 The Foundations of Structuralism 

w h i c h b rough t language to l i fe , in w h i c h mean ing cou ld be created 
by b reak ing rules as w e l l as by mere ly app ly ing them, and in poet ic 
forms o f discourse such means o f fu l ly e x p l o i t i n g the resources o f 
language are common . 

Th i s leads na tu ra l ly to the idea of parole as permanent ly 
i nnova t i ve , to a dia lect ic in w h i c h every speech act tends to s t re tch 
the resources of langue and in s t re tching t h e m to change them. 
Langue is therefore seen as a set of l inguis t ic convent ions (or social 
norms) w h i c h are e x p l o i t e d rather than appl ied, the i r e x p l o i t a t i o n 
u n d e r l y i n g the permanence not of l inguis t ic categories and forms 
bu t ra ther o f l inguis t ic change. Thus the revised concept ion of the 
r e l a t i on be tween langue and parole or the ' code ' and the 'message', 
l ed na tu ra l l y to a change in the concept ion of the re la t ion be tween 
synchrony and d iachrony . 

Jakobson has been v e r y concerned in many of his studies w i t h 
the relat ions between the code and message, no t on ly in poetics bu t 
also i n , for example, his analysis o f ' sh i f t e r s ' w h i c h integrate code 
and message. M o r e recen t ly he has re fe r red to the ' indissoluble 
d ia lec t ic u n i t y langue/parole' in denouncing the separation of the 
t w o , conc lud ing that ' w i t h o u t a conf ron ta t ion o f the code w i t h the 
messages, no insight i n t o the creative p o w e r of language can be 
ach ieved ' . 1 4 

Jakobson has been even more emphat ic about the need to 
reconci le synchrony and diachrony. His 1928 theses w e r e 
unambiguous: 

'The opposition between synchronic and diachronic analysis counterposed the 
not ion of system to the notion of an evolution. It has lost its basic importance now 
that we recognise that every system is necessarily present to us as an evolution, 
and that every evolution inevitably has a systematic character' . 1 5 

T h e abandonment o f the posi t ivis t v i e w of language for a m o r e 
d ia lec t ica l concept ion w h i c h sees ob jec t iv i sm as a m e t h o d o l o g i ­
ca l ly const i tu ted m o m e n t of a scientif ic process w h i c h accom­
modates bo th subjective and object ive elements makes possible the 
deve lopment of a v i e w of language w h i c h can get beyond the one-
sidedness of the posi t iv is t perspective. 

Language is no longer seen as a static menta l f r a m e w o r k but as a 
social ly defined code available to the members of society. Th i s 
code constitutes a system, bu t a system w h i c h is constant ly 
evolving. Hence there is no opposition between systematic and 
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h i s to r ica l explanat ion , f o r b o t h treat o f the same th ing . Systematic 
exp lana t ion seeks to understand a system which is evolving, w h i l e 
h i s to r ica l exp lana t ion seeks to understand an e v o l v i n g system. T h e 
t w o are reconci led as soon as it is recognized that the only r ea l i t y 
of language is in its use as an ins t rument by human subjects. 

T h e Russian Formalists f irst developed the s t ruc tura l approach 
to language in the analysis of the poetic func t i on , w h i c h is def ined 
by a focus on the message for its o w n sake. 

T h e theoret ica l reason for this emphasis on the poetic func t ion is 
ve ry impor t an t , because i t is on ly the o r i e n t a t i o n to the message 
characterist ic of the poet ic funct ion tha t makes i t possible to 
analyze poetic language w i t h o u t reference to any ex t r in s i c 
meaning: meaning is created by the f o r m a t i o n of relationships 
w i t h i n language and so the analysis of the poet ic funct ion shows 
h o w the crea t ion o f s t ruc tu ra l relat ions w i t h i n the message 
produces the poet ic meaning of a w o r k . 

Jakobson stresses that poe t ry cannot be reduced to the poe t ic 
func t ion or vice versa. In any discourse we are dealing w i t h a 
h ie ra rchy of functions. In poet ry the poe t ic func t ion i s dominan t , 
but d i f fe ren t poet ic genres i m p l y a d i f fe ren t r a n k i n g of the var ious 
functions, so that , for example , in epic poe t ry the re ferent ia l 
func t ion is s t rongly impl i ca ted , in l y r i c poe t ry the emo t ive 
func t ion , and so on. 

E x t r e m e fo rma l i sm made the mistake o f i den t i fy ing p o e t r y 
w i t h the poetic func t ion and so of be l i ev ing that poetry cou ld be 
reduced to the s t ruc tu ra l relations established w i t h i n a poem, 
w i t h o u t any reference be ing made beyond to the other elements of 
the system of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . This ignores b o t h the fact that the 
poet ic is only one of several functions and i t ignores the fact tha t 
the poet ic funct ion i s o n l y defined w i t h i n the f r a m e w o r k of 
commun ica t i on , hence the meaning of the s t ruc tura l relat ions 
established w i t h i n the poem cannot be def ined independently of 
the poet w h o produces the poem or the hearer for w h o m i t has 
meaning . T h e s t ruc tu ra l relations w i t h i n the poem are the means 
by w h i c h a poetic mean ing is communica t ed f r o m poet to the 
hearer of the poem and have no existence outside that func t iona l 
con tex t . 

W i t h i n l inguistics the Prague C i r c l e concent ra ted on the sound 
system of language because, as in the study of the poetic func t i on 
of language, it was possible here to study an aspect of the structural 
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propert ies o f language w i t h o u t m a k i n g reference to ex t r ins i c 
meaning . Th i s is because language is w h a t M a r t i n e t has ca l led a 
' d o u b l y a r t icu la ted system' , being const i tu ted on the expression 
plane by the c o m b i n a t i o n of elements (phonemes) w h i c h are 
themselves w i t h o u t meaning . 

T h e appl ica t ion o f the func t iona l pr inciples o f Prague l inguis t ics 
to phono logy was pioneered by T r u b e t z k o j . T r u b e t z k o j confines 
phono logy to the study of sound in its re ferent ia l func t ion , l eav ing 
the study of its o ther funct ions to phonostyl is t ics . At this l eve l 
sound features have three functions: c u l m i n a t i v e , d e l i m i t i v e and 
d i s t inc t ive . The d i s t inc t ive feature is based on the opposition 
be tween sounds that makes i t possible to d is t inguish l inguis t ic uni ts 
f r o m one another. 

I f w e concentrate ou r a t t en t ion o n the d i s t inc t ive func t ion o f 
the sound system i t is clear that the in t r ins ic characteristics of the 
sounds of language are i r r e l evan t . A l l that is i m p o r t a n t is that the 
d i f fe ren t significant sounds should be dist inguished f r o m one 
another . Thus the sound system of language can be analyzed, f r o m 
the p o i n t o f v i e w o f the d i s t inc t ive func t ion , solely i n terms o f the 
relat ions be tween sounds: the sound system of a given language 
can be reduced to a series of funct ional d is t inct ions , a s t ructure of 
d i s t inc t ive relations. Cor r e spond ing ly to learn to speak and to 
understand a language involves l ea rn ing to recognize and 
reproduce these s ignif icant dis t inct ions. 

Th i s is the impor tance of Prague phono logy for Lévi-Strauss , 
for i t provides a r educ t ion of the sound system to a pure ly f o r m a l 
s t ruc ture in w h i c h the significance of d i f fe ren t sounds is reducec 
to the i r relations w i t h o ther sounds w i t h i n the system. T h e system 
can therefore be reduced to its fo rma l s t ruc ture . 

H o w e v e r this s t ructure is not something inherent in the sound 
system as an iner t object , le t alone is it someth ing imposed by the 
m i n d , a l though i t must be assimilated by the m i n d i f a language is 
to be learned and unders tood. The s t ruc ture is the p roduc t of 
abst ract ion, an abstract ion that ignores a l l bu t the d i s t inc t ive 
func t i on of the sound system, so that the s t ructure is isolated on the 
basis of a funct ional a rgument , and cannot be understood in 
i so la t ion f r o m that func t ion . This is best b rough t out by observ ing 
that no t a l l oppositions be tween sounds are l ingu i s t i ca l ly s i g n i f i ­
cant. In other words no t a l l oppositions are d is t inc t ive , and i t i s 
only reference to the linguistic function of differentiating 
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meanings, and to the l ingu is t i c con t e x t w i t h i n w h i c h sounds 
appear, that can de te rmine w h i c h opposi t ions define distinctive 
features of the sound system. 

I n any par t icular c on t ex t one phoneme w i l l be opposed to others 
not as a who le , bu t o n l y by those phonet ic features that define its 
func t iona l distinctiveness. T h e idea that the d is t inc t ive func t ion of 
sound was served not by the phoneme bu t by the d i s t inc t ive 
oppos i t ion be tween ce r ta in features o f the phoneme l e d j a k o b s o n 
to the conclusion that the phoneme should be ana ly t i ca l ly 
dissolved in to its const i tuent features, those features be ing 
ident i f iab le only as par t o f the system of d i s t inc t ive features. I f this 
cou ld be done the system of phonemes c o u l d be reduced to a 
s impler and more fundamental system of d i s t inc t ive features, each 
phoneme then be ing character ized as a bundle of d i s t inc t ive 
features. 

I f the dis t inct ive features that were isolated cou ld be c l a imed to 
be universal a single set of d is t inc t ive features cou ld be used to 
characterize, and to generate, the sound system of every na tu ra l 
language. W h e n L é v i - S t r a u s s met Jakobson i n N e w Y o r k i n the 
ear ly 1940s Jakobson was w o r k i n g on the p r o b l e m of isolat ing such 
d i s t inc t ive features and expressing them in a b inary f o r m . It is this 
s t ruc tu ra l analysis that Lévi-Strauss felt to be convergent w i t h his 
w o r k . 

I t m i g h t be t hough t paradoxica l that the Prague School, w h i c h 
insisted on the te leo log ica l character of language as a dynamic and 
d ia lec t ica l system re la ted to the c o m m u n i c a t i o n needs of the 
speech c o m m u n i t y , should have pioneered an immanent , s t ruc tura l , 
analysis of sound as a synchronic system. T h e paradox is resolved 
w h e n we appreciate that this synchronic s t ructure represents an 
abstract ion f r o m the dynamic system of language, an abstract ion 
l eg i t ima ted on me thodo log ica l and not on on to log ica l or ep is tem-
o log ica l grounds. 

Th i s abstract ion is l eg i t ima te because the double a r t i cu l a t i on of 
language, and the correspondingly a r b i t r a r y character of the 
l i ngu i s t i c sign, makes i t possible to analyze the d is t inc t ive func t ion 
of the sound system of language w i t h o u t any reference to ex t r ins i c 
meaning , and so to focus a t tent ion, fo r the l i m i t e d purpose of 
inves t iga t ing that func t ion , on relations in te rna l to the l ingu i s t i c 
code. To the ex ten t that the l inguis t ic sign is a rb i t r a ry , inherent 
qualities of the signifier do not play any part in its linguistic 
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f u n c t i o n and so the sign can be analyzed in abstract ion f r o m 
cons idera t ion o f meaning. 

I t i s on ly reference to the concept of l inguis t ic func t ion that 
enables us to l eg i t ima te the s t ructura l m e t h o d of analysis tha t is 
appropr ia te to the study of the d i s t inc t ive features of the sound 
system of language. T h e concept of func t ion reveals to us that 
language is a means of commun ica t i on : there is n o t h i n g in the 
existence of language as an object that tells us this fact, i t can o n l y 
be revealed by reference to an in t en t ion to communica te that lies 
beh ind l inguis t ic utterances. 

I t is on ly the concept of funct ion that reveals to us that posi t ive 
quali t ies of sound do not p e r f o r m an essential l inguis t ic func t ion , 
bu t tha t the p r i m a r y func t ion o f the e lementary sounds o f language 
is a d i s t inc t ive one. At the same t ime it is on ly reference to the 
concept of l inguis t ic f unc t i on that enables us to set l i m i t s to the 
app l i ca t ion o f the s t ruc tu ra l method, i n pa r t i cu l a r reveal ing that i t 
i s o n l y where i t i s l eg i t ima te to abstract f r o m considerat ion of 
ex t r in s i c meaning that i t i s l eg i t imate to confine our a t t en t ion to 
i n t e r n a l s t ruc tura l connections. 

I t i s the concept of func t ion , and the i n t eg ra t i on of f o r m and 
func t i on in the analysis of language, that underlies a l l that is 
p roduc t i ve in Russian Forma l i sm and in Prague l inguis t ics . Russian 
Formal i sm isolated the poet ic func t ion of language in the analysis o f 
w h i c h a l l reference to ex t r a - l i ngu i s t i c r ea l i t y cou ld be exc luded 
since the poetic func t ion is served by language t ak ing i t se l f as its 
s igni f ied: i t represents the meta l inguis t ic use of language in w h i c h 
n e w meanings are created by the m a n i p u l a t i o n of established 
l i ngu i s t i c meanings w h i c h can, for the purposes of analysis, be 
taken for granted. 

Prague Linguist ics isolated for special study the d i s t inc t ive 
f u n c t i o n o f sound in language i n the study o f w h i c h , again, e x t r a -
l i ngu i s t i c considerations c o u l d l eg i t ima te ly be exc luded ( a l t hough 
the analysis of the sound system cannot in fact be car r ied out in 
comple te abstract ion f r o m meaning: since the phoneme is a 
func t iona l concept and no t a substantive acoustic r ea l i t y the 
i d e n t i t y of one phoneme and its difference f r o m others can o n l y be 
def ined func t iona l ly , by reference to i d e n t i t y and difference o f 
meaning) . 

In each case the ' s t r u c t u r a l ' me thod o f immanen t analysis, i n 
which the properties of language under review are considered to 
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consist in relations i n t e rna l to the language (or , in the case of 
poe t ry , the metalanguage) , is l eg i t ima ted solely by reference to 
the concept of func t ion . I t is, therefore, no t language as such, no r 
the m i n d of the language user, that is s t ruc tu ra l . Rather ce r t a in 
propert ies of language can be expla ined in immanent terms. 

W h e n w e move beyond considerat ion o f the d i s t inc t ive 
func t ion of the sound system of language such an i m m a n e n t 
s t ruc tu ra l analysis is no longer l eg i t ima te , since it is no longer 
l eg i t ima te to isolate the language f r o m its context , and in 
pa r t i cu la r f r o m considerations o f mean ing . W i t h i n the sound 
system, for example, the study of prosodic features cannot exc lude 
reference to meaning and cannot conf ine i t se l f to s t ruc tu ra l 
analysis, not least because some such features ( in tona t ion , fo r 
example) are no t discrete and so cannot be defined con t ras t ive ly . 
The exclusion of considerat ion of mean ing becomes even less 
l eg i t ima te w h e n we m o v e f r o m the study o f the sound system to 
the study o f the syntax o f language. 

For example, cen t ra l to Chomsky 's enterprise is the b e l i e f that i t 
is possible to dis t inguish be tween g r a m m a t i c a l i t y and mean ing fu l -
ness as c r i t e r i a by w h i c h to evaluate the accep tab i l i ty of sentences. 
If ' g r a m m a t i c a l ' is the same th ing as ' l o g i c a l ' then there is no 
p r o b l e m in d is t inguishing the c r i t e r ia : a statement can be l o g i c a l l y 
acceptable but meaningless or w r o n g . H o w e v e r the g r ammat i ca ' 
s t ruc ture of na tura l languages does not correspond to the i r l og i ca l 
s t ruc ture , thus g r a m m a t i c a l i t y can o n l y refer to adherence to the 
rules of the g r ammar that govern the language, w h i c h leads 
C h o m s k y straight i n t o the c i r c u l a r i t y tha t I discussed in the last 
section. 

In fact Chomsky has repeatedly changed his m i n d about the 
nature o f the d i v i d i n g l ine be tween the c r i t e r i a o f g rammat i ca l and 
semantic acceptabi l i ty , b r i n g i n g out c lea r ly the a rb i t r a ry character 
o f the d iv i s ion in his l inguis t ics . The conclus ion seems clear. I f we 
w a n t to understand w h y the syntactical s t ruc ture o f language does 
no t correspond to its l og ica l s t ructure we have to refer to the 
f u n c t i o n o f language. 

T h e func t ion o f an a r t i f i c i a l scientif ic metalanguage i s to p r o ­
v ide an unambiguous f o r m in w h i c h to express and to invest igate 
the consistency of a series of statements, and so its syntax is 
l o g i c a l . A na tura l language has a m u c h m o r e va r ied range of de­
mands placed upon i t as means of expression and c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
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Its syntax is subject to a m u c h greater range of pressures, so we 
w o u l d not expect that syntax to correspond to the log ica l syntax 
of an a r t i f i c i a l language. I t i s on ly by inves t iga t ing the functions 
of language, and so the constraints to w h i c h i t is subject in its 
everyday use, that l inguist ics can establish the per t inen t syn­
tac t i ca l relationships w i t h i n the language. Thus the syntax of a 
na tu r a l language cannot be exp lo red in abstract ion f r o m the 
con t ex t w i t h i n w h i c h that language functions as a na tu ra l 
language. I t is on ly because pos i t iv i sm divorces language f r o m this 
con tex t , and considers i t in isolat ion f r o m the pressures that m o u l d 
it as a language, that it is then able to reduce language to a f o r m a l 
s t ruc ture w h i c h is, in the last analysis, l ingu i s t i ca l ly a r b i t r a r y . 
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V I I . Lévi-Strauss and the Linguistic Analogy 
1 T H E E N C O U N T E R W I T H L I N G U I S T I C S 

L É V I - S T R A U S S encountered s t ruc tura l l inguist ics w h e n he met 
R o m a n Jakobson i n N e w Y o r k i n 1942, w h e r e bo th w e r e at tached 
to the École L i b r e des Hautes Etudes. Lévi-Strauss at tended 
Jakobson's lecture course ' O n Sound and M e a n i n g ' 1 and was 
astonished to find w h a t he regarded as a remarkable convergence 
be tween the methods developed by Prague phonology for 
r educ ing the d ive r s i ty of phonologica l facts to a ra t iona l o rder and 
the me thod that he was h imsel f deve lop ing in the analysis of 
k inship phenomena. 

For Lévi-Strauss the advance tha t Jakobson had made on 
t r a d i t i o n a l phonology by means o f the concept o f s t ructure s t r i c t l y 
paral le led the advance that he bel ieved h i m s e l f to be m a k i n g on the 
analysis of Granet . Grane t had reduced k inship phenomena to a 
systematic f o r m , bu t he had not managed to reduce the var ious 
systems to modal i t ies of a single order . 

I argued earl ier that there are f e w signs of the l i ngu i s t i c 
insp i ra t ion in the body of The Elementary Structures. Thus in 
con f ron t i ng l inguis t ics Lévi-Strauss was d iscover ing not a n e w 
me thod , but a convergence be tween tendencies in t w o d i f fe ren t 
disciplines. H o w e v e r the discovery of this convergence had a 
major impact on the d i r e c t i o n o f Lév i -S t r auss ' w o r k , for i t seemed 
to Lévi-Strauss that the lesson of this convergence was that the 
s t ruc tu ra l me thod cou ld be applied elsewhere w i t h i n the h u m a n 
sciences. In v i e w of the discussion of the last chapter i t i s i m p o r t a n t 
to uncover precisely w h a t are the grounds on w h i c h Lévi-Strauss 
seeks to leg i t imate this me thodo log ica l extension. 

T h e r e are in fact t w o different kinds o f argument that Lév i -
Strauss offers at d i f fe ren t times. F i r s t l y , the b o r r o w i n g can be 
l eg i t ima ted on me thodo log ica l grounds. T h e funct ional basis o f 
the s t ruc tura l m e t h o d can be recognized and the me thod ex tended 
to any system whose function is essentially distinctive. This is the 
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f o r m o f argument Lév i -S t r aus s offers i n his earliest b o r r o w ­
ings. 

H o w e v e r this w o u l d give the s t ruc tu ra l me thod a v e r y 
res t r i c ted appl ica t ion, as Lévi-Strauss recognizes in his ear ly 
w o r k s . Thus the second argument , based on a supposed i d e n t i t y of 
object , i s much more p o w e r f u l , i f w i t h o u t foundat ion . Th i s i s the 
a rgumen t that l inguist ics has discovered the basis on w h i c h human 
beings are able to create systems of meaning , this basis be ing the 
capaci ty to in t roduce s t ructura l d i f ferent ia t ions in to a na tu ra l 
homogene i ty . 

Linguis t ics has shown us, on the one hand, the nature of the 
human m i n d that makes i t possible for us to learn and to apprehend 
such a r t i f i c i a l d is t inct ions , and, on the o ther hand, the w a y in 
w h i c h the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f such discontinuit ies make i t possible to 
create systems of meaning . Thus the s t ructura l m e t h o d of 
l inguis t ics is applicable th roughout the human sciences as the 
m e t h o d that makes i t possible to locate the object ive , and for Lévi-
Strauss the unconscious, foundations of meaning. The m e t h o d 
pioneered in phono logy , and discovered independently by Lévi-
Strauss in his study of kinship , is the me thod that makes the 
sc ient i f ic study of meaning possible by reducing meanings to 
relat ions immanent in the object. 

In v i e w of the discussion in the last chapter i t i s ve ry i m p o r t a n t 
t o i den t i fy w h i c h o f the t w o conceptions o f l inguist ics there 
discussed Lévi-Strauss adheres to. In this section I w a n t to l o o k at 
Lévi -S t rauss ' comments on l inguist ics , whe re we shall f i n d that 
despite an early apprec ia t ion of the funct ional is t perspective, 
Lévi-Strauss soon lapsed in to posi t ivis t menta l i sm. In the f o l l o w ­
i n g sections I shall assess the l eg i t imacy o f Lévi-Strauss' b o r r o w i n g s 
by l o o k i n g a t the cont r ibu t ions of l inguist ics and the relevance of 
the s t ruc tura l me thod to an understanding o f m i n d and o f mean­
i n g . 

Be fo re embark ing , h o w e v e r , i t i s i m p o r t a n t to note that the 
me thodo log ica l convergence that so s t ruck Lévi-Strauss is no 
i n d i c a t i o n o f the productiveness o f the s t ruc tura l me thod . T h e 
enthusiasm for the methods of systematic analysis that swept 
Europe was recognized by the Prague C i r c l e as a part of a b road 
in te l l ec tua l and ideo log ica l movement whose achievements, i f 
any, l ay in the future . Thus even w i t h i n phonology Jakobson had 
not managed to establish that the sound system could be given a 
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s t ruc tu ra l representat ion a t the t ime Lévi -St rauss met h i m , and i t 
w o u l d be a l o n g t i m e before C h o m s k y opened the w a y to a 
s t ruc tu ra l syntax. Gestalt psychology was in disarray, p h e n o m e n -
o l o g y had collapsed i n t o mys t ic i sm, neo-pos i t iv i sm was in a state 
of permanent rev is ion . As I have argued in ear l ier chapters in the 
case b o t h of l inguis t ics and of Lévi -S t rauss ' analysis o f k insh ip the 
posi t ive achievements o f s t ruc tura l i sm in coun te r ing the excessive 
enthusiasm for psychologism and h i s to r i c i sm had to be measured 
against the dangers o f fo rma l i sm and hypos ta t iza t ion that arose i f 
the s tructure was fet ishized and the object under r e v i e w was 
isolated f r o m the c o n t e x t w i t h i n w h i c h i t funct ioned. Thus i t i s 
i m p o r t a n t to be aware o f the serious l i m i t a t i o n s o f the s t ruc tu ra l 
m e t h o d even in its chosen fields, and no t to be ca r r ied a w a y by 
Lévi-Strauss' enthusiasm. 

Lévi -St rauss ' f i rs t self-conscious app l i ca t ion of the s t ruc tu ra l 
m e t h o d o f phono logy was in an a r t ic le published in 1945. T h e 
understanding of l inguis t ics in this a r t i c l e is ve ry l i m i t e d , as 
M o u n i n has shown in an extended c r i t i q u e . 2 In pa r t i cu la r Lév i -
Strauss wavers be tween a mental is t and a funct ional is t concep t ion 
of l inguist ics . On the one hand, Lévi-St rauss argues that the study 
of k inship systems can be assimilated to that of language because 
b o t h are systems o f meaning cons t i tu ted by the unconscious. On 
the o ther hand Lévi-Strauss does in t roduce the concept of f u n c t i o n 
la ter in the argument , w i t h interes t ing results. 

Lévi-Strauss argues that, despite f i rs t appearances, the m e t h o d 
of phonology cannot be applied to the study of the t e r m i n o l o g y , 
b r eak ing terms d o w n i n t o smaller units o f meaning, and c r i t i c i z e d 
the a t t empt to do this by Davis and W a r n e r because the m e t h o d 
leads only to an abstract system whose elements have no objec t ive 
r ea l i t y , w h i c h i s more complex than the o r i g i n a l data, and w h i c h 
has no explanatory p o w e r . The reason for this fai lure is that we do 
not k n o w the func t ion o f the system. At this po in t , therefore, Lév i -
Strauss seems to recognize the impor t ance of the concept of 
func t ion and the consequences of i g n o r i n g i t . In pa r t i cu la r , and 
most s igni f icant ly , w h e n he does so he argues that the s t ruc tu ra l 
m e t h o d is inappropr ia te to the study of the kinship systems to 
w h i c h The Elementary Structures is devoted . 

In fact in the 1945 ar t ic le Lévi-Strauss applies the m e t h o d to the 
study o f the system of attitudes because there we k n o w the 
function which is, supposedly, 'to insure group cohesion and 
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e q u i l i b r i u m ' . A l t h o u g h Lévi-Strauss does no t specify the func t ion 
m o r e clear ly, nor discuss its re la t ion to the s t ruc tura l analysis, the 
i m p l i c a t i o n is that the func t i on of the prescr ibed att i tudes to k i n is 
pu re ly demarcat ive . Thus , by a ' f o r m a l t ransposi t ion of m e t h o d ' 
Lévi-Strauss analyzes this system by means of a series of b ina ry 
opposit ions. 

I f the funct ion o f these atti tudes w e r e indeed demarcat ive , then 
the transposi t ion o f m e t h o d w o u l d be qu i t e l eg i t imate . H o w e v e r 
there is not m u c h reason to believe that this is the case. T h e 
at t i tudes are in fact prescribed in a posi t ive , and of ten ve ry 
deta i led, w a y by the societies in quest ion, and Lévi-Strauss 
recognizes that to concentrate on the s t ruc tu ra l relat ions be tween 
the attitudes is to ' o v e r s i m p l i f y ' t hem. In fact there is r epo r t ed to 
be a preponderance of systems w h i c h do fit Lévi-Strauss' scheme 
so it m i g h t be surmised that the at t i tudes do have a systematic 
significance, a l though i t is not clear whe the r this systematic 
q u a l i t y is o r i g ina l or de r iva t ive and Lévi-Strauss ' hypothesis is not 
rea l ly ve ry i l l u m i n a t i n g . 

In the conc lud ing chapter of The Elementary Structures Lévi-
Strauss also makes some reference to the funct iona l basis of the 
s t ruc tu ra l method . W i t h i n The Elementary Structures the use of the 
s t ruc tu ra l me thod develops spontaneously f r o m the a t t empt to 
generalize and fo rma l i ze Mauss ' t heory of r e c ip roc i t y , and does 
no t depend on any analogy w i t h language. I t is because Lévi-
Strauss sees systems of k inship exc lus ive ly as systems designed to 
establish cer ta in patterns of social relationships that for h i m the 
o n l y relevant propert ies of these systems are the relationships that 
they establish, and these define the s t ruc ture to w h i c h the system is 
reduced. W h e t h e r or no t the theory is adequate to r ea l i t y , the 
m e t h o d is c lear ly adequate to the theory . T h e s t ruc tura l analysis is 
therefore l eg i t ima ted by the supposed func t ion of the systems. 

At the end of The Elementary Structures Lévi-Strauss argues that 
' the progress of our analysis i s . . . close to that of the phono log ica l 
l i n g u i s t ' in reducing a large number of rules to a small number . 
T h e me thod is analogous because al l possibili t ies are exhaus t ive ly 
established by c o m b i n i n g a l i m i t e d number of elements in a 
number of d i f ferent ways . The schema i t se l f has a b ina ry 
foundat ion , be ing engendered by successive d i c h o t o m i z a t i o n . 

Lévi-Strauss refers to the fact that the s t ruc tura l m e t h o d is 
applicable to kinship systems because kinship systems and language 
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share the c o m m o n func t ion , that he be l i eved u n k n o w n in 1945 but 
w h i c h he has n o w discovered to be the f u n c t i o n of c o m m u n i c a t i o n . 
H o w e v e r he goes fu r the r than this and argues that l inguists and 
ethnologists 'do no t mere ly apply the same methods, bu t are 
s tudy ing the same t h i n g ' . 3 W h a t this t h i n g is varies at d i f fe ren t 
stages of Lévi-Strauss ' w o r k , but here i t i s a system of 
communica t i on . Thus , accord ing to Lév i -S t rauss , we can in t e rp re t 

'society as a whole in terms of a theory of communication . . . since the rules of 
kinship and marriage serve to insure the c i rculat ion of women between groups, 
just as economic rules serve to insure the c i rculat ion of goods and services, and 
linguistic rules the c i rculat ion of messages'.4 

T h e supposed analogy is in fact e x t r e m e l y misleading, for 
l ingu i s t i c rules have n o t h i n g wha tever to do w i t h the c i r c u l a t i o n 
of messages, they are concerned w i t h the constitution of messages. 

Th i s emphasis on c o m m u n i c a t i o n gives w a y in Lév i -S t rauss ' 
la ter w o r k to an emphasis on meaning, and considerat ion of the 
func t iona l basis of the s t ructura l m e t h o d disappears almost 
comple te ly . Even in the earl ier w o r k s i t seems clear that Lévi-
Strauss attaches most impor tance not to these funct ional arguments 
bu t to the argument tha t l inguistics has achieved the b r e a k t h r o u g h 
to a pure ly f o r m a l , and so ra t iona l , unconscious, and this is seen as 
the u l t ima te founda t ion o f the s t ruc tu ra l method . E v e n in the 
a r t ic le of 1945 this is w h a t Lévi-Strauss qu i te erroneously regards 
as the most i m p o r t a n t achievement of T r u b e t z k o j . 

In later w o r k s Lévi-Strauss places increasing emphasis on the 
l ingu i s t i c discovery o f the unconscious foundations o f the symbo l i c 
capaci ty and so of meaning . In an a r t i c le of 1946 the c o n t r i b u t i o n 
o f ' p s y c h o l o g y and l inguis t ics ' was re la ted to the need to set up 
symbol i sm 'as an a priori requi rement of sociological t h o u g h t ' . 5 

By 1949 Lévi-Strauss was a rguing tha t 

' the unconscious . . . is reducible to . . . the symbolic function . . . w h i c h is 
carried out according to the same laws among all men, and actually corresponds 
to the aggregate of these laws. . . . As the organ of a specific function, the 
unconscious merely imposes structural laws upon inarticulated elements w h i c h 
originate elsewhere . . . these laws are the same for all individuals and in all 
instances where the unconscious pursues its act ivi t ies ' . 6 

T h e t e r m ' f u n c t i o n ' here has a qui te d i f fe ren t meaning f r o m that 
found in linguistics, for it has no teleological connotations, 
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r e f e r r i n g rather to a par t i cu la r capacity of the organism, as the use 
of the organic analogy makes clear. 

In another a r t i c le o f 1949 the d iscovery o f the unconscious 
founda t ion of language is a t t r ibu ted to Boas. In the same ar t ic le 
the dissociation of the s t ruc tura l m e t h o d f r o m its func t iona l 
founda t ion is clear. T h e structures are not to be cons t ruc ted 
deduc t ive ly , on the basis of the i r func t ion , as they were in The 
Elementary Structures, bu t ra ther we 'abstract the s t ructure w h i c h 
underl ies the many manifestations and remains permanent 
t h roughou t a succession of events ' . 7 

In the 1950 I n t r o d u c t i o n to Mauss ' Sociologie et Anthropologie the 
lesson of l inguist ics is again not me thodo log ica l , but substantive, in 
s h o w i n g the unconscious character of the ' fundamental phenom­
ena of the menta l l i f e ' , opening the w a y to ' a vast science of 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n ' and m a k i n g possible an in te l lectual is t psychology, 
the 'generalized expression o f the l aws o f human t h o u g h t ' . 8 

Linguist ics has, Lévi-Strauss w r i t e s in a 1951 ar t ic le inspi red by 
Sapir, 'reached beyond the superf icial conscious and h i s to r i ca l 
expression of l ingu is t i c phenomena to a t ta in fundamental and 
ob jec t ive realities consist ing of systems of relations w h i c h are the 
products o f unconscious thought processes'. I f w e cou ld accompl ish 
the same in r e l a t ion to social phenomena we may be able to 
' conclude that al l forms of social l i fe are substantially of the same 
nature . . . ( they may S.C.) . . . consist of systems of behaviour 
tha t represent the p ro jec t ion , on the level of conscious and 
social ized thought , o f universal laws w h i c h regulate the u n c o n ­
scious act ivi t ies of the m i n d ' . The symbol ic capacity is re la ted to 
' sp l i t representat ion ' , and this is the source of exchange. 'Since 
ce r t a in terms are simultaneously perceived as hav ing value b o t h 
fo r the speaker and the listener, the on ly w a y to resolve this 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n is in the exchange of complementa ry values, to 
w h i c h al l social existence is r educed ' . 9 I t seems that n o w the 
unconscious has been reduced f r o m the three ' s t ructures ' of The 
Elementary Structures to the purely f o r m a l p r inc ip le of oppos i t ion . 

As Lévi -S t rauss assimilated w h a t w e r e , for h i m , the lessons o f 
s t ruc tu ra l l inguist ics , he lost w h a t tenuous g r i p he had had on the 
p r o p e r l y funct ional foundat ion o f the s t ruc tura l m e t h o d , and 
instead came to argue that the s t ruc tu ra l me thod is un iversa l ly 
applicable in the human sciences because it is appropr ia te to the 
objective study of systems of meaning that are the product of the 
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f o r m a l s t ruc tu r ing capacity o f the unconscious, c o n d i t i o n o f 
possibi l i ty o f language, thought and cu l tu r e . Thus Lévi -S t rauss 
espouses a t h o r o u g h l y posi t ivis t , and so fo rmal i s t , concep t ion of the 
s t ruc tura l me thod that parallels that o f B l o o m f i e l d and C h o m s k y 
that I discussed in the last chapter. 

Lévi-Strauss ' comments on me thodo logy are not to be taken too 
seriously, but his one signif icant me thodo log ica l discussion, of the 
concept o f the ' m o d e l ' brings out w e l l his posi t ivis t concep t ion o f 
the s t ructura l m e t h o d . 

For Lévi-Strauss a s t ructure is a pa r t i cu la r k i n d of m o d e l w h i c h 
' exh ib i t s the characteristics of a system'; w h i c h offers 'a poss ibi l i ty 
of o rde r ing a series of t ransformations resul t ing in a g r o u p of 
models of the same type ' ; w h i c h proper t ies 'make i t possible to 
predic t h o w the m o d e l w i l l react i f one o r more o f its elements are 
submi t ted to ce r t a in modi f ica t ions ' ; and ' f i n a l l y , the m o d e l should 
be so const i tu ted as to make i m m e d i a t e l y i n t e l l i g ib l e a l l the 
observed facts'. T h e mode l is established by observing facts and 
e labora t ing 'me thodo log ica l devices w h i c h pe rmi t the cons t ruc­
t i o n o f models ou t o f these facts'. ' O n the observational l eve l , the 
m a i n . . . rule is tha t a l l the facts should be careful ly observed and 
described, w i t h o u t a l l o w i n g any theore t ica l preconcept ion to 
decide whe the r some are more i m p o r t a n t than others ' . H a v i n g 
established the facts by observation, the mode l is developed, that 
mode l representing the l a w of cons t ruc t ion o f the facts . 1 0 

I have already c r i t i c i z e d this crude posi t iv is t concept ion of the 
mode l in the last chapter . No model can possibly exp la in ' a l l o f the 
facts', and so a theory has to define in advance to w h i c h facts the 
mode l w i l l be he ld to apply. In the case o f a s t ruc tura l m o d e l the 
facts selected for considerat ion are a p a r t i c u l a r l y res t r ic ted sub-set 
o f ' a l l o f the facts' , for the s t ruc tura l m o d e l leaves ou t o f account 
a l l non-systematic propert ies and al l ex t r ins i c relationships. Thus 
the appl ica t ion of the s t ructura l m o d e l presupposes that i t is 
l eg i t ima te to exc lude a l l these facts f r o m considerat ion, and so 
presumes that the w h o l e under considerat ion is i n t e l l i g i b l e in 
i so la t ion f r o m o ther wholes and pure ly in terms of its in te rna l re la­
t ions. This k i n d of abstract ion has to be l eg i t ima ted theore t i ca l ly . 

M o r e o v e r , even w h e n the facts to be considered have been 
isolated the p r o b l e m remains o f dec id ing w h i c h s t ruc tura l mode l 
to select f rom the i n f i n i t e number that c o u l d be applied to the data. 
For Lévi-Strauss 'the best model will always be that which is true, 
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tha t is the simplest possible mode l w h i c h , w h i l e be ing de r ived 
exc lus ive ly f r o m the facts under considera t ion also makes i t 
possible to account for a l l o f t h e m ' . 1 1 

Thus the s t ruc tura l mode l is not someth ing that leaps at us ou t of 
the 'facts', i t is someth ing that we create in a double ana ly t ica l 
movemen t . F i rs t ly , by isolat ing cer ta in facts to be exp la ined w h i c h 
const i tu te an enclosed and self-sufficient system, thus e x c l u d i n g 
considerat ion of any ex t r ins ic relat ionships. Secondly, by selecting 
one among a series of models accord ing to pure ly a rb i t r a ry c r i t e r i a 
of s imp l i c i t y . The re i s no doubt that this process of r educ t i on and 
selection can produce fo rma l models, and that the same fo rma l 
m o d e l can be isolated in the most disparate fields, bu t we must 
endorse the conclusion reached by M a y b u r y - L e w i s in his eva lua t ion 
o f Lév i -S t rauss ' app l ica t ion o f the device o f the mode l to his study 
o f dualism, w h i c h was also the conclus ion o f the discussion o f 
Chomsky ' s l inguist ics above: 

' i t w o u l d seem that the only inference that may be drawn from the comparison of 
models is that disparate elements drawn from these societies can be represented in 
identical patterns. Bu t this formal identi ty of the models has no sociological 
implicat ions ' . 1 2 

For Lévi-Strauss the s t ruc tura l models are far f r o m be ing 
a r b i t r a r y . For h i m the s t ruc tura l m o d e l i s the m e d i a t i n g l i n k 
be tween m i n d and meaning, for i t specifies the s t ruc tu ra l 
d i f ferent ia t ions and s t ruc tura l connections established by the 
unconscious m i n d that i n t u r n p rov ide the object ive founda t ion o f 
the meaning of c u l t u r a l and l ingu is t i c systems. I have argued 
methodolog ica l ly that these models are necessarily a rb i t r a ry . I n o w 
w a n t to look theore t ica l ly at the connec t ion be tween these s t ruc­
t u r a l models and the m i n d , on the one hand, and meaning , on the 
o ther . I n this chapter I shall look at the question i n r e l a t ion to l i n ­
guistics. In the f o l l o w i n g chapters I shall look at the w a y in w h i c h 
Lévi-Strauss has developed his (mis)understanding of l inguis t ics 
i n t o a human phi losophy and a theory of cu l tu ra l meaning . 

2 L A N G U A G E A N D M I N D : 

T H E ' S T R U C T U R A L U N C O N S C I O U S ' 

For Lévi-Strauss the models isolated by the structural method do 
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not represent e m p i r i c a l rea l i ty , and so are no t to be confused w i t h 
the 's tructures ' s tudied by R a d c l i f f e - B r o w n or M u r d o c k . N e v e r ­
theless the structures, and the connections they express, are real , 
even i f they correspond to a r ea l i ty tha t i s no t d i r e c t l y observable: 

' I n my mind models are real, and I w o u l d even say they are the only real i ty. They 
are certainly not abstractions, . . . but they do not correspond to the concrete 
reality of empirical observation. It is necessary, in order to reach the model w h i c h 
is the true reality, to transcend this concrete-appearing rea l i ty ' . 1 3 

A l t h o u g h we do f i n d conscious models , these are 'by d e f i n i t i o n 
poor ones, since they are not in tended to exp la in the phenomena 
but to perpetuate t h e m ' . The t rue m o d e l , therefore, takes us back 
once again to the unconscious: 

' W e are led to conceive of social structures as entities independent of men's 
consciousness of them (although they in fact govern men's existence), and thus as 
different from the image wh ich men form of them as physical reality is different 
f rom our sensory perceptions o f i t and our hypotheses about i t ' . 1 4 

T h e idea that the s t ruc tura l models developed by l inguis t ics , and 
by extension by an th ropo logy , refer us back to the unconscious, or 
the structure of the human m i n d , is an idea that Lévi-Strauss 
de r ived f r o m Jakobson. For Lévi-Strauss Jakobson established that 
the psychological apriori that made possible language, and so mean­
i n g , i s the f o r m a l b i n a r y s t ruc tu r ing capaci ty of the m i n d that i s 
expressed in the b i n a r y d i sc r imina t ion o f d is t inc t ive features in 
Jakobson's phono logy . 

I t is paradoxica l that Lévi-Strauss should d r a w such conclusions 
f r o m Jakobson's w o r k , since I have a rgued that Prague Linguis t ics 
was concerned w i t h the au tonomy o f l inguist ics and w i t h the 
establishment o f func t iona l and not o f psychological connections. 
H o w e v e r the emphasis on func t ion i s no t incompat ib le w i t h the 
a t t empt to der ive psychological conclusions f r o m the study of 
language. Indeed i t i s on ly the concept of func t ion that can 
dif ferent ia te b e t w e e n the l inguis t ic and the psychological aspects 
of language and so make i t possible to develop a v a l i d psycho-
l iguist ics that does no t confuse the t w o . 

Jakobson in pa r t i cu l a r insisted that l inguist ics should exp lo re 
language f r o m eve ry po in t o f v i e w , the p r o p e r l y l ingu i s t i c bu t also 
the psychological , sociological , h i s to r i ca l , physio logica l points o f 
view. At the same time he insisted that each of these points of view 
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is d is t inc t and, moreove r , that the re la t ionship be tween t h e m is not 
a reduct ionis t r e l a t ion . He insisted that language as an object exists 
at the intersect ion of a series of systems, so that language is a 
'system of systems', bu t these systems are no t a r ranged in a 
reduct ionis t h ie ra rchy for w h i c h language expresses thought , 
w h i c h expresses neuro log ica l connections, w h i c h express organic 
connections ( w h i c h i s the w a y in w h i c h Lévi -S t rauss reformulates 
Jakobson's concept ion as the 'o rder of orders ' ) . T h e connections 
be tween the d i f fe ren t points of v i e w are complex and r ema in to be 
exp lo red . 

M u c h o f Jakobson's w o r k has been concerned w i t h the search 
fo r l inguis t ic universals, and part of the m o t i v a t i o n fo r this search 
is psychological . He has sought l inguis t ic universals at t w o 
di f ferent levels. On the one hand he has sought laws of i m p l i c a t i o n 
u n d e r l y i n g the s t ruc ture of al l phonolog ica l systems w h i c h take 
the f o r m : the presence of A implies that of B (o r its absence), 
leading to the development of an h ie ra rch ica l s t ruc ture in the 
system of d is t inc t ive features w h i c h can be discovered t h r o u g h 
studies o f language acquis i t ion in ch i ld r en , o f l inguis t ic change, 
and o f aphasia. 

H o w e v e r the search for such implicational universals faces cer ta in 
problems because the i r discovery depends on establishing the 
objective character of the phonolog ica l descr ip t ion adopted. T h e 
search for i m p l i c a t i o n a l universals depends on the search for 
substantive universals in the phonolog ica l system, and this is w h e r e 
we f i n d the famous b inar i sm. 

Imp l i ca t i ona l universals can on ly be discovered i f the dis t inct ions 
made by d i f fe ren t languages can be reduced to a c o m m o n 
'a lphabet ' of features. Jakobson has l o n g sought to uncover such an 
alphabet, but it must be stressed that this search is m o t i v a t e d by a 
me thodo log ica l , not a psychologica l , concern to p r o v i d e a 
founda t ion on w h i c h to develop a study of imp l i ca t i ona l universals. 
T h e a t tempt has no t been w i t h o u t some success, bu t i t has p roved 
impossible to g ive a realist ic i n t e rp r e t a t i on of the features, in 
e i ther acoustic or a r t i cu l a to ry terms. To the ex ten t that features 
are universal this is no t l i k e l y to be a ' m e n t a l ' phenomenon, bu t is 
' p robab ly . . . a consequence o f the anatomical s t ruc ture o f the 
h u m a n a r t i cu l a to ry apparatus and the associated b r a i n f o r m a ­
t i o n s . ' 1 5 

In trying to develop a universal phonological 'alphabet' 
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Jakobson sought to express the dis t inct ions be tween features in 
b inary fo rm. I t was, nevertheless, some t ime before Jakobson 
managed to express his d is t inc t ive features in this f o r m . In 1952 
Jakobson, Fant and H a l l e used t e rna ry opposit ions. By 1957 
Jakobson and H a l l e , however , had r e m o v e d the te rnary opposit ions 
by the i n t r o d u c t i o n of addi t iona l features, and al l opposit ions w e r e 
reduced to a b ina ry f o r m . The i m p o r t a n t question we have to ask is 
whe the r this b ina r i sm is an impos i t i on of the analyst, or w h e t h e r i t 
m i g h t not be a character is t ic of language, and even u l t i m a t e l y the 
m i n d . C e r t a i n l y in 1957 Jakobson and H a l l e bel ieved that b ina r i sm 
was characterist ic of the language and no t the l inguis t . 

T h e question is no t an empi r i ca l one, fo r any oppos i t ion can be 
re formula ted in b ina ry f o r m . Hence the j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r the 
adopt ion of the b ina ry f o r m must refer to its ana ly t ica l con­
venience. I t m i g h t be thought t o be character is t ic o f language i f i t 
also offers the simplest possible descr ip t ion . In fact such a c l a i m is 
d i f f i c u l t to substantiate i n this case since there is no clear gain i n 
s imp l i c i t y by the adopt ion of the b ina ry conven t ion . Thus 
Jakobson and H a l l e had to increase the number of features in order 
to achieve the b i n a r y f o r m , despite the fact that they c l a i m to be 
seeking m a x i m u m e l i m i n a t i o n o f redundancy by seeking the 
m i n i m u m number o f d is t inc t ive features needed to d is t inguish al l 
phonemes. 

H a l l e responded to c r i t i c i s m by c l a r i f y i n g the basis of the b ina ry 
convent ion . I t transpires that b inar i sm is not in fact adopted on 
grounds of s i m p l i c i t y a t a l l , but ra ther in order to establish a 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d eva lua t ion procedure for a l te rnat ive l ingu i s t i c 
descriptions. I t is not therefore d i c t a t ed by a need to s impl i fy 
descriptions, bu t by a need to s imp l i fy the evaluat ion of descr ip­
tions. H a l l e shows that b inar ism is no t a conven t ion w h i c h ac tual ly 
constitutes an i m p e d i m e n t to the c o l l e c t i o n of data, and therefore 
is acceptable as a convenient me thodo log i ca l assumption for the 
organiza t ion of features, but H a l l e recognizes that this b ina ry 
solut ion is not a unique solut ion to the p r o b l e m of classifying 
features. 1 6 Thus the b inary basis of phono log ica l classifications, 
that is for Lévi-Strauss the supreme psychological d iscovery of 
l inguist ics , is s imp ly a me thodo log ica l device w h i c h is adopted 
pure ly and s imply in order to p rov ide some, u l t i m a t e l y a r b i t r a r y , 
basis for s tandardiz ing phonologica l descriptions. 

It seems clear that Lévi-Strauss can find little support for his 
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claims about the unconscious in the w o r k o f Roman Jakobson. On 
the one hand Jakobson's i m p l i c a t i o n a l universals are language 
specific, asserting, for example, that ch i ld ren w h e n l ea rn ing a 
language first make the d i s t inc t ion be tween vowels and consonants, 
and then acquire progressively more dis t inct ions in a h ie rarchica l 
o rder . On the o ther hand the much-acc la imed b ina r i sm is a 
me thodo log ica l device w h i c h has no clear impl ica t ions for 
psychology. H o w e v e r , the l inguis t w h o has c la imed to derive 
knowledge of the m i n d f r o m the study of language i s no t Jakob­
son, but Chomsky . It is therefore as w e l l to look at Chomsky ' s 
claims for l inguis t ics . For C h o m s k y l inguist ics is essentially a 
branch of psychology, as it was for Saussure, and the study 
of language is in tended to teach us about the nature of the 
m i n d . 

Chomsky 's theory of language can be related to psychological 
considerations in t w o di f ferent ways . F i r s t ly , by p r o v i d i n g a mode l 
of l inguis t ic per formance and, secondly, by p r o v i d i n g a m o d e l of 
language learn ing . Chomsky ' s l inguist ics is based on the d i s t i nc t ion 
be tween competence and performance. His s t ruc tura l models 
p rov ide a f o r m a l i z a t i o n of w h a t i t is that the nat ive speaker knows , 
and not an account o f h o w people lea rn languages or o f w h a t they 
do w h e n they use language. Thus Chomsky ' s mode l is a pure ly 
f o r m a l model const ructed on the basis of pure ly fo rma l c r i t e r i a , 
and w i t h o u t considerat ion either o f the nature o f language o r o f 
the nature of the language speaker. 

I t is possible to der ive a per formance model f r o m Chomsky ' s 
competence mode l . H o w e v e r , psychol inguis t ic research tends to 
disqual ify the t ransformat ional m o d e l as a mode l of p e r f o r m ­
ance. 

Chomsky has of ten insisted that his theory does no t p u r p o r t to 
be a performance mode l , a l though at t imes he seems to bel ieve that 
such a mode l cou ld be der ived f r o m i t . Chomsky 's a t tempts to 
d r a w conclusions about the nature of the m i n d f r o m his l inguis t ic 
theories are not based on considerat ion of l inguis t ic performance, 
w h i c h is a psychological and not a l inguis t ic concern , bu t on 
considerat ion of w h a t is i n v o l v e d in l ea rn ing a language, and the 
a rgument is a psychological vers ion of his epis temological 
ob jec t ion to behaviour i sm. 

Chomsky argues that the induc t iv i s t logic of behav iour i sm can 
never provide a discovery procedure for the grammars of natural 
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languages. Thus a g rammar can on ly be discovered if the l inguis t is 
guided by a t h e o r y of language that embodies substantive, f o rma l 
and organiza t iona l universals. The l inguis t can then fo rmula te 
hypotheses about the g rammat ica l rules of a par t i cu la r language, 
and test these on the l inguis t ic data. 

T h e ch i ld , C h o m s k y believes, is in exac t ly the same pos i t ion as 
the l inguis t , be ing presented w i t h a degenerate i npu t made up of 
g rammat ica l and ungrammat ica l sentences f r o m w h i c h i t has to 
discover the g r a m m a r of the language so that i t can speak the 
language c o r r e c t l y . I f the c h i l d proceeded i n d u c t i v e l y i t w o u l d 
make the same k i n d of mistakes that the behaviouris t w o u l d make. 
Thus if the c h i l d is to be able to l ea rn a language i t must already 
have available some knowledge of the nature of language, a theory 
of language to be precise, on the basis of w h i c h i t can formula te 
hypotheses about the g rammar of the par t icu la r language i t is to 
learn. Thus the theory of language is no t s imply a construct of the 
l inguis t , i t must also be innate in the m i n d of the c h i l d : C h o m s k y 
believes that his theory of language is also a theory of the innate 
s tructure o f the m i n d . 

I t i s essential that we dis t inguish be tween t w o di f ferent 
arguments here. O n e is the argument that a ch i ld must have cer ta in 
capacities if i t is to be able to learn: that learn ing is an active 
process w h i c h involves the c h i l d in go ing beyond the data 
immedia te ly presented to i t . Th i s is obviously a v a l i d a rgument 
and i t is one that f e w w o u l d deny. T h e other a rgument is that the 
capacities must be those described by Chomsky ' s theory of 
language. Th i s argument i s qui te w i t h o u t foundat ion , for t w o 
essential reasons. 

F i rs t ly , Chomsky ' s v i e w of the l ea rn ing process is almost as 
impover ished as is that of the crudest of behaviourists. Chomsky , 
l ike behaviour i sm, regards language learn ing as a discovery 
procedure by w h i c h the m i n d analyzes the fo rma l proper t ies of a 
l inguis t ic inpu t w i t h o u t any reference to meaning or to con tex t . 
Because he separates language f r o m its funct ion and its con t ex t he 
deprives the language learner of a large p r o p o r t i o n of the 
i n f o r m a t i o n on the basis of w h i c h the language is learned. Thus 
Chomsky deprives the c h i l d of a l l the i n f o r m a t i o n requ i red to 
learn a language, on the one hand, and then argues that this 
i n f o r m a t i o n must be innate, on the o ther . 

The second reason for the inadequacy of Chomsky's theory of 
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innate universals is that he has no means of d iscover ing w h a t these 
universals are because in eva lua t ing theories of language he 
excludes considerat ion o f ei ther func t iona l ( l inguis t i c ) o r psycho­
log i ca l c r i t e r i a . As we have seen, his theory of language is ah 
a r b i t r a r y fo rma l i sm, so there is no j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r the c l a i m that 
this, rather than some other , f o r m a l i s m is innate in the m i n d . Thus 
Chomsky ' s pos i t iv i sm, that excludes considerat ion of mean ing and 
i n t e n t i o n , and the consequent f o r m a l i s m , that deprives his 
descriptions o f language o f l inguis t ic o r psychological significance, 
prevents h i m f r o m being able to fo rmula te any acceptable 
hypothesis about the nature of the m i n d . 

Chomsky 's approach to l inguist ics and psychology is v e r y l i ke 
Piaget's approach to cogn i t i on and psychology, and Lévi-Strauss 
regards Piaget as w e l l as Chomsky as a pioneer of the na t i v i sm to 
w h i c h he too subscribes. A l l three u l t i m a t e l y subscribe to the 
ra t ional is t v i e w of thought and language that was dominan t in the 
seventeenth and e ighteenth centuries, fo r w h i c h language was an 
expression of though t and thought an expression of innate menta l 
structures. 

For the classical rationalists G o d inscr ibed a s t ruc ture on the 
m i n d that ensured that human thought and language w o u l d be 
adequate to the w o r l d that He had created. For Lévi-Strauss , 
Piaget and Chomsky it is nature that has so convenient ly arranged 
things. The p r o b l e m is always the same: we acquire k n o w l e d g e of 
G o d , o r o f the s t ructure o f the m i n d , b y acqui r ing k n o w l e d g e o f 
the structure of H i s products; language and the thought expressed 
t h r o u g h language. H o w e v e r we have no direct access e i ther to 
G o d or to the innate s t ructure of the m i n d , so we have no w a y of 
k n o w i n g w h i c h o f a number o f a l te rna t ive formal iza t ions o f the 
s t ruc ture o f thought o r o f language corresponds to the innate 
s t ructure . Thus, even i f i t i s accepted that language and thought 
express the s t ructure of the m i n d , this approach to log ic and 
g rammar is plagued by inde te rminacy and its theories of the m i n d 
are necessarily a r b i t r a r y . 

Th i s classical concept ion of t hough t and of language i s 
unacceptable because i t isolates though t and language f r o m the 
subjective and the social con tex t in w h i c h they exist , develop and 
are learned. Thus w h i l e Chomsky , Piaget and Lévi-Strauss a l l 
recognize the crea t ive p o w e r of the subject, they a l l refuse to 
entrust this creative power to an empirical, conscious, subject who 
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thinks about the na tura l and social w o r l d around h i m or her, and 
w h o communicates w i t h others about the i r env i ronmen t . Instead 
the creat ive p o w e r of the subject has to be taken away as soon as it 
is acknowledged and given to a mechanism inscr ibed in the 
b io log ica l cons t i t u t i on o f the m i n d . 

Th i s isola t ion o f thought and language f r o m the i r mundane 
con tex t means that a l l the, social and c u l t u r a l propert ies of thought 
and language are a t t r ibu ted u n i f o r m l y to the innate s t ruc ture of 
the m i n d they supposedly express. Thus C h o m s k y observes, 
against behaviour i sm, that the use of language is necessarily 
creat ive, but then looks to innate m e n t a l structures to p rov ide the 
creat ive mechanism. Piaget observes, against associationism, that 
the subject must play an act ive ro le in the development of 
conceptual and mathemat ica l k n o w l e d g e , but then looks to innate 
menta l structures to p rov ide the mechanical founda t ion for the 
se l f - regula t ion of the m i n d as a b io log i ca l system. Lévi-Strauss 
observes the c rea t ive power o f cu l tu re w i t h regard to its na tura l 
foundat ion, in oppos i t ion to na tu ra l i sm, but then reduces this 
creat ive p o w e r to a b io log ica l mechanism. 

In each case the creat ive p o w e r of the empi r ica l human subjects 
w h o are d o i n g the t a lk ing , t h i n k i n g and meaning is negated in 
favour of a s imple fo rma l mechanism rooted in the b ra in , and so 
the necessarily te leological character of the human sciences is no 
sooner a d m i t t e d than it is immed ia t e ly denied as mechanism 
replaces te leo logy . 

Once language is seen as a social p roduc t and as one aspect of the 
relationships be tween social ind iv idua ls it ceases to be necessary to 
postulate the existence of complex innate menta l structures as the 
means of access to language. Instead the means of access to 
language becomes an appreciat ion of the funct ion of language as 
the means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n of meanings. The m o m e n t a t w h i c h a 
c h i l d starts to lea rn a language is no t the m o m e n t at w h i c h its 
menta l capacities mature , i t is the m o m e n t at w h i c h i t comes to 
grasp the social func t ion of language and to in te rna l ize this 
knowledge in the f o r m of an i n t e n t i o n to communica te meanings. 
The ch i ld can then make use of a w h o l e range of non- l ingu i s t i c 
i n f o r m a t i o n to guide i t in l ea rn ing the language. In exac t ly the 
same w a y the c h i l d could learn the s t ructura l impl i ca t ions of 
systems of exchange not by impos ing an innate g r i d on the cul ture 
presented to it, but by appreciating the function of the systems as 
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systems of exchange, and so seeing t h e m as social systems, and not 
as pure ly f o r m a l structures. 

L o o k i n g a t the acquis i t ion of c u l t u r a l capacities in this w a y does 
no t abolish the psychologica l quest ion of the menta l capacities that 
make this possible, bu t i t does t r ans fo rm i t . O n l y w h e n we 
understand language as a means of human in t e rac t ion can we ask 
meaningful questions about the psychologica l capacities that make 
i t possible. 

T h e conclusion seems clear that Lévi-Strauss can f i n d no 
support f r o m l inguist ics for his c l a i m that l inguist ics has made 
fundamental discoveries about the nature of the m i n d . Such 
discoveries as p u r p o r t to have been made are in fact the p roduc t of 
an ex t r eme ly impover i shed concept ion of language that puts in to 
the m i n d w h a t i t has taken out o f the con tex t w i t h i n w h i c h 
language is used. We therefore have to evaluate Lévi-Strauss ' 
psychological hypothesis en t i re ly on its o w n terms. W h i l e his 
fundamental hypothesis, that the operat ions of the m i n d are based 
on the p r inc ip le of b ina ry d i s c r imina t i on , i s no t a l together 
improbab le , the significance of his hypothesis is grossly in f la ted . 

For Lévi-Strauss the p r inc ip le of ( b i n a r y ) d i s c r i m i n a t i o n is the 
specific def in ing feature o f human cu l tu re , and the p r i n c i p l e o f 
oppos i t ion provides the key to an objec t ive unders tanding of 
c u l t u r a l meanings. It is no doubt the case that the a b i l i t y to learn or 
to speak a language, or to par t ic ipa te in cu l tu ra l ac t iv i t ies , does 
i n v o l v e the capaci ty to in t roduce d iscr iminat ions or to t h ink 
re la t iona l ly . H o w e v e r this capacity is a necessary p rope r ty of any 
system for cod ing , s to r ing or t r a n s m i t t i n g i n f o r m a t i o n . Thus the 
most e lementary forms of aural and visual percep t ion , the 
transmission of genetic i n f o r m a t i o n , the most e lementary 
mechanical , le t alone e lectronic , computers and c o n t r o l systems, 
and an enormously w i d e range of human , animal and plant na tura l 
(phys io log ica l , neuro log ica l and genet ic) processes necessarily 
i m p l y a phys io logica l , psychological , neuro log ica l , chemica l or 
physical ab i l i t y to recognize or to impose d iscr imina t ions . For 
Lévi-Strauss such evidence f r o m the na tu ra l sciences is conclusive 
p r o o f o f his o w n hypothesis, revea l ing the natura l founda t ion o f 
cu l tu re and the u n i t y of the social and natura l sciences. 

H o w e v e r , w h a t w e are concerned to assess is not the c l a i m that 
a capaci ty to d i sc r imina te exists, nor that it is necessary for the 
creation of meaning, but that it is the defining characteristic and 
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the key to the understanding of human symbol ic a c t i v i t y . Th i s 
c l a i m is the c l a i m that meaning can be reduced to a p u r e l y fo rma l 
structure. 

3 T H E S T R U C T U R A L A N A L Y S I S O F 

M E A N I N G 

The most fundamental c l a im of s t ruc tura l i sm is that i t can provide 
an object ive, scient if ic , account of meaning. T h i s , for Lévi -
Strauss, is the fundamental lesson of l inguist ics fo r the human 
sciences. In fact , however , con tempora ry l inguist ics has been 
based, ve ry l a rge ly , on the exc lus ion of a l l questions o f meaning 
f r o m its doma in . I t is on ly recent ly that linguists have begun to 
take up the issues of l inguis t ic semantics. The problems a posi t ivis t 
semantics faces are ones that should by n o w be f ami l i a r . 

In l o o k i n g at Chomsky ' s l inguist ics I have noted that his theory 
of language is based on the neo-posi t iv is t separation of syntax 
f r o m semantics and pragmatics. Th i s separation makes i t possible 
to isolate language as a scientific object f r o m its social con tex t and 
so to consider i t w i t h o u t reference to the communica t i ve 
intentions of speakers, and so w i t h o u t any reference to any 
ext r ins ic meaning . Th i s separation isolates a set of sentence-forms 
on w h i c h the g r a m m a r and theory of language can operate so that 
a syntax can be constructed w i t h o u t i n t roduc ing any semantic 
considerations. I have noted that this leads to an a r b i t r a r y , and so 
formal is t ic , syntax , and I have no ted that the separation of syntax 
f r o m semantics is also a rb i t r a ry , as indica ted by the imposs ib i l i ty 
of d is t inguishing n o n - a r b i t r a r i l y be tween sentences that are syn­
tac t ica l ly and those that are semant ical ly unacceptable. H o w e v e r 
this d iv i s ion also makes it possible for Chomsky to leave semantics 
to one side, so his l inguistics has n o t h i n g to te l l us about meaning. 

Prague Linguis t ics , and Russian Formal i sm before i t , d i d not 
accept this separation of semantics f r o m the other dimensions of 
language, and the in tegra t ion is expressed in the func t iona l i sm to 
w h i c h Prague l inguists adhered. H o w e v e r the p roduc t ive re­
searches of b o t h schools confined themselves to areas w i t h i n w h i c h 
language cou ld be l eg i t ima te ly considered w i t h o u t regard to 
ex t r ins ic meaning by isolat ing funct iona l wholes e i ther b e l o w 
(phonology) or above (poetics and fo lk lo re ) the l eve l of l inguis t ic 
meaning. 
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For bo th phonology and fo rma l i sm the meaning of the elements 
of the system is g iven unprob lema t i ca l l y and the analysis considers 
w h a t i s done w i t h these elements. Thus in phono logy only 
reference to the intent ions and unders tanding of na t ive speakers 
can establish w h i c h phonologica l dis t inct ions are mean ingfu l , but 
once the units have been iden t i f i ed in this w a y the system can be 
analyzed w i t h o u t reference to meaning. For f o r m a l i s m the 
' s t r uc tu r a l ' m e t h o d of analysis is adapted to the study of the poetic 
func t ion of language, and this is a meta l inguis t ic f unc t i on in the 
sense that the poet ic use of language takes l inguis t ic uni ts whose 
everyday l inguis t ic meaning is g iven and then combines these units 
in strange or unconvent iona l ways in o rder to create n e w meanings, 
o r to d r aw a t t en t ion to specific nuances of o l d meanings. 

E x a c t l y the same i s t rue of the extension of the m e t h o d of 
fo rma l i sm to o ther dimensions of f o l k l o r e and l i t e r a tu re : these 
studies always start f r o m the g iven meanings of na tu ra l language, 
and then consider the ways in w h i c h the f o r m a t i o n of new 
connections can create n e w meanings. Thus , even t h o u g h the struc­
t u r a l analysis m i g h t be said to reveal the object ive mechanism by 
w h i c h the poem or fo lk lo re creates a meaning, and this mechan­
ism m i g h t be s h o w n to be reducible to the f o r m a t i o n of par t icu la r 
s t ruc tura l relat ions, the analysis presupposes as established the 
p r i m a r y l ingu is t i c meanings w h i c h the s tructure manipulates . 

A l t h o u g h fo rma l i sm does not engage w i t h l inguis t ic meaning , i t 
does provide an analysis of the poe t ic or f o l k l o r i c mean ing of a 
t e x t , and as such fo rmal i sm has been acclaimed as a forbear of 
s t ruc tura l i sm in i d e n t i f y i n g an ob jec t ive cu l tu ra l mean ing and in 
p r o v i d i n g the means to a scient if ic analysis of that mean ing in 
terms o f s t ruc tu ra l relations in te rna l to the t ex t o r corpus o f texts 
that make up the cu l tu re . This , h o w e v e r , is a mis read ing of the 
significance o f the achievements o f fo rmal i sm. 

Formal i sm has p roved a p roduc t ive approach to ce r t a in genres 
w h i c h are themselves pa r t i cu l a r ly fo rmal i s t i c , no tab ly some forms 
o f poet ry and fo lk lo r e . The fo rmal i s t analyses show h o w cer ta in 
f o r m a l relations in te rna l to the texts are the means by w h i c h 
par t icu la r poet ic or f o l k l o r i c meanings are const i tu ted , and for a 
posi t iv is t i n t e rp r e t a t i on the analyses have therefore discovered an 
objec t ive meaning that can be isolated w i t h o u t reference beyond 
the t ex t to a subject w h o intends that meaning or to an object that 
is meant. 
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A l t h o u g h some formalists w e r e themselves p rey to such 
posi t ivis t in terpre ta t ions of the i r w o r k i t i s i m p o r t a n t to stress that 
such in terpre ta t ions are false. A formal i s t analysis examines the 
ways in w h i c h ce r ta in stylist ic and rhe to r i ca l devices, especially 
metaphor and m e t o n y m y , are used to create new meanings or to 
accentuate established ones. H o w e v e r these analyses cannot c l a i m 
to uncover a mean ing that has an especially p r i v i l e g e d o b j e c t i v i t y . 

T h e meaning that is discovered is a product of the analysis, and 
does not necessarily exist independent ly of the analysis. It is not a 
meaning that is inherent in the object , for the analysis represents 
an in t e rp re t a t ion o f the t ex t in w h i c h the meaning o f the elements 
in natura l language is taken as g iven and cer ta in meta l inguis t ic 
relationships are then imposed. 

It can only l e g i t i m a t e l y be c l a imed that this mean ing has an 
existence independent of the analysis i f that mean ing can be 
independent ly iden t i f i ed : ei ther i f i t i s the meaning tha t the author 
can be shown to have intended, or i f i t is the mean ing that the 
readers or hearers can be shown to have perceived. In this case the 
formal is t analysis does not discover the meaning of the t ex t , w h a t 
i t does do is to show the s tyl is t ic devices by w h i c h the t e x t conveys 
a previously i den t i f i ed meaning. 

I n the absence o f independent i den t i f i ca t ion o f the meaning o f 
the t ex t , the fo rma l i s t analysis is c rea t ing a n e w meaning , o f f e r ing 
a new i n t e r p r e t a t i o n to add to those meanings that the t e x t already 
has in the cu l tu re in question. Thus , in ei ther case, there are no 
grounds for a rgu ing that s imply because the meaning is const i tu ted 
meta l ingu i s t i ca l ly , by relations in t e rna l to the t e x t , that this 
meaning is m o r e object ive than any o ther meaning the t ex t may 
have. T h e reason being quite s imply that there is no such t h i n g as 
an object ive meaning . 

Th i s brings us to the c ruc ia l po in t , w h i c h is that mean ing cannot 
be in t r ins ic to an object ive system, even though i t m i g h t be the 
effect of relat ionships that are i n t e rna l to that system. M e a n i n g 
can on ly be a relat ionship be tween a subject and something 
ex te rna l to that subject: c u l t u r a l and l inguis t ic meanings can on ly 
be meanings fo r someone, recoverable on ly t h r o u g h the conscious 
apprehension o f those meanings. T h i s is even the case w i t h so-
called unconscious meanings: a mean ing can on ly be c l a imed to be 
unconscious i f i t can be subsequently recovered consciously, and 
this is the central feature of Freudian analysis (although of course 
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the conscious apprehension of a meaning as one w h i c h was 
previously unconscious is no guarantee that the mean ing d i d in fact 
exis t unconsciously) . 

Language and cu l tu re as objec t ive systems of symbols cannot be 
said to have any meaning in themselves. They are not meaningfu l 
objects, they are the object ive instruments by means of w h i c h 
meanings are expressed and communica t ed . To isolate t hem f r o m 
the social c on t e x t in w h i c h they func t ion as such ins t ruments is to 
isolate them f r o m the on ly co n t ex t w i t h i n w h i c h they have 
meaning. 

I t is this ins t rumenta l aspect of language that phenomenolog ica l 
v i ews of language have always counterposed to pos i t iv is t f o r m a l ­
ism. For phenomenology language is no t an object but a 'gesture ' 
by w h i c h the subject signifies the w o r l d . Language cannot 
therefore be dissociated f r o m its ideal a i m ( to say something) and 
its real reference ( to say it about something) . Language cannot be 
reduced ei ther to the subject ( t hough t , consciousness, the m i n d , or 
wha teve r ) or to the object (the na tu ra l w o r l d ) because i t is 
language that mediates the re la t ionship be tween the t w o , no t on ly 
re la t ing subject to the w o r l d , but also keeping a distance be tween 
them. 

I t is i m p o r t a n t to stress that the phenomenologica l c r i t i que of 
pos i t iv i sm is no t s imply a metaphysical debat ing po in t , expression 
o f some roman t i c 'humanis t ic ' , ' subject iv is t ' , ' i r r a t i o n a l i s t ' rejec­
t i o n of 'science'. A l t h o u g h phenomenology has of ten degenerated 
i n t o a subjectivist i r r a t i ona l i sm , the core of the phenomenologica l 
c r i t ique of pos i t iv i sm i s a ra t ional is t c r i t i que of the i r r a t i o n a l i s m of 
so-called 'science' that w o u l d seek to understand c u l t u r a l products 
w i t h o u t reference to the i n t e n t i o n a l i t y that gives those products 
c u l t u r a l significance. 

Thus the c l a i m is not that the pos i t iv i s t approach to meaning is 
m o r a l l y object ionable because i t violates human d i g n i t y , the c l a i m 
is that the posi t iv is t analysis of mean ing is unat ta inable and its 
supposed objec t ive f indings are spurious. In o rder to give 
substance to this c l a i m i t is necessary to spell ou t precisely w h y 
such a posi t ivis t account of meaning must fa i l . I t must be shown 
that the supposedly object ive account of meaning of fe red by 
pos i t iv i sm is in fact a rb i t r a ry , at best the sys temat iza t ion of 
par t icu la r subjective in terpre ta t ions o f the system o f l ingu is t i c 
meaning. 
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The fundamental e r ror of the posi t iv is t analysis of meaning i s 
the be l i e f that because a cer ta in meaning can be specified w i t h o u t 
mak ing any reference to an i n t end ing subject then tha t must be the 
truest, the most object ive , or the most real meaning of the t ex t in 
question. The c r i t i q u e of pos i t iv i sm notes that w h a t e v e r descr ip t ion 
of meaning a pos i t iv is t analysis offers, that descr ip t ion can on ly be 
val idated beyond the confines of the analysis by reference to the 
i n t en t i on of a speaking or hear ing subject. O t h e r w i s e the meaning 
exists on ly in r e l a t i on to the i n t e n t i o n of the analyst, and has no 
significance beyond the analysis. To see this in m o r e de ta i l i t is 
necessary to consider wha t is i n v o l v e d in a pos i t iv is t analysis of 
meaning. 

The analysis of meaning essentially involves the r e f o r m u l a t i o n 
of the t ex t in such a w a y as to represent its meaning. T h e meaning 
of the t ex t cannot be isolated and presented in its p u r i t y , but must 
be embodied in a new tex t . Thus any a t tempt to character ize the 
meaning system o f language w i l l i nvo lve the cons t ruc t ion o f a 
'metalanguage' , that is to say a language w i t h i n w h i c h to ta lk 
about the object language and so w i t h i n w h i c h to describe the 
meanings of the na tura l language. 

In l o o k i n g at Russian Forma l i sm I argued that f o r m a l i s m looks 
at poet ry and f o l k l o r e as metalanguages and that it elucidates the 
meta l inguis t ic meanings by t ak ing for granted the l inguis t ic 
meanings of the components of the t ex t . L ingu is t i c semantics has 
to do the reverse: in order to describe and to analyze the meanings 
embodied in the object language it is necessary to take the 
meanings o f the metalanguage fo r granted. Hence the p r o b l e m of 
l inguis t ic semantics is the p r o b l e m of cons t ruc t ing an unambiguous 
and n o n - a r b i t r a r y metalanguage w i t h i n w h i c h to express the 
semantic relat ionships of the object language. 

This i s the o l d , and insoluble, p r o b l e m of neo-pos i t iv i sm of 
cons t ruc t ing a language of science w i t h i n w h i c h to express our 
indubi table k n o w l e d g e of the w o r l d . No such language can be 
constructed for the ve ry simple reason that we need another meta-
metalanguage w i t h i n w h i c h t o fo rmu la t e its rules o f cons t ruc t ion , 
and so on ad infinitum. 

The i l lu s ion of o b j e c t i v i t y i s g iven on ly by t ak ing fo r granted the 
absolute character o f the metalanguage. Thus, i f the metalanguage 
is na tura l language, the effect is to present the presuppositions of 
our everyday understanding of the world that are embodied in 
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natura l language as indubi table objec t ive t ruths. For example , to 
say that the objec t ive meaning of ' b o y ' is 'male c h i l d ' is no t to give 
an object ive account of the mean ing of ' b o y ' unless we presuppose 
the meanings of 'ma le ' and ' c h i l d ' to be given ob jec t ive ly , yet the 
meanings of these terms di f fer f r o m one ind iv idua l to another and 
f r o m one cu l tu re to another and so have no p r i v i l e g e d o b j e c t i v i t y . 

We can c l a r i f y and e x e m p l i f y the problems i n v o l v e d in the 
cons t ruc t ion of a metalanguage for l inguis t ic semantics by 
dis t inguishing be tween the syntax and the semantics of the 
metalanguage. T h e syntax o f the metalanguage w i l l describe the 
semantic relationships that exis t w i t h i n the na tura l (object) 
language, for example i t w i l l define semantic contrasts be tween 
various terms. For a pure s t ruc tura l i s t the metalanguage w i l l have 
on ly a syntax, for the meanings of language w o u l d be exhausted by 
these meaning relat ions. H o w e v e r such a radical s t ruc tura l i sm is 
inconceivable , for meaning is a relat ionship w i t h something 
beyond language so the metalanguage must also have a semantics 
that establishes this relat ionship in one w a y or another so as to give 
the system of l ingu is t i c meaning some content as w e l l as f o r m . 

T h e problems raised by the a t t empt to fo rmula te such a 
metalanguage are t w o f o l d , conce rn ing bo th the syntax and the 
semantics of this metalanguage. F i r s t l y , concerning its syntax, the 
p r o b l e m is w h a t sort of relat ionships are to be described by the 
metalanguage. H e r e there are basically t w o al ternat ives . 

The metalanguage may make use of the syntax of analyt ical 
log ic and describes meaning relat ions in terms of the logica l 
categories of synonymy, a n t o n y m y , inclusion, etc. Th i s is the 
approach most in favour w i t h i n l inguist ics at the m o m e n t as the 
complement to Chomsky 's l inguis t ics . I t at tempts to reduce 
l inguis t ic meanings th rough log ica l analysis to a l i m i t e d number of 
meaning elements, var ious ly cal led 'semantic markers ' , 'semes' or 
'sememes' by analogy w i t h the phonemes as the basic units of 
sound. Thus i f w e contrast ' m a n ' w i t h ' w o m a n ' w e can ex t rac t the 
contrasted semes male / female . Thus the appl ica t ion of analyt ical 
l og ic in this w a y can reduce every sign in the language to a bundle 
o f u l t ima te mean ing components. 

Th i s approach, k n o w n as componen t ia l analysis, has been 
pioneered in the analysis o f k inship te rminologies , w h i c h are 
c lear ly w e l l - s t r u c t u r e d systems o f signs, and o f taxonomies o f 
various kinds. Lévi-Strauss' own analysis of kinship systems is a 
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p r i m i t i v e ve rs ion of this approach, the fundamenta l semantic 
d i s t inc t ion for h i m being that be tween the marr iageable and the 
unmarr iageable . T h e me thod is undoub ted ly a convenient approach 
to the f o r m a l descr ip t ion o f languages, m a k i n g the hand l ing o f 
selection res t r ic t ions in t rans format iona l g rammar a r e l a t ive ly 
simple task. 

The a l te rna t ive approach is to describe the meaning relat ions of 
the language no t in terms o f ana ly t ica l logic , but in terms o f the 
categories o f the language itself. Th i s means that there w i l l no t be 
a universal metalanguage to describe meaning relat ions in d i f ferent 
natura l languages, since each na tura l language w i l l also have its 
o w n metalanguage. M o r e o v e r the meaning descript ions that 
emerge w i l l no t be 'ob jec t ive ' , because they w i l l presuppose a 
knowledge o f the natura l language and w i l l be r e l a t ive to that 
understanding. 

This re la t iv i s t i c approach to na tu ra l languages is c lear ly of 
much less ' s c i en t i f i c ' usefulness. H o w e v e r the p ragmat i c useful­
ness of the fo rma l i s t i c approach does not necessarily mean that i t 
gives a more adequate account of the meaning of natura l 
languages. T h e r e is no reason to believe that for language users the 
relationships be tween di f ferent meanings can be expressed in 
analyt ical f o r m , so that the semantic s t ructure of na tu ra l languages 
can be reduced to the structure of analyt ica l log ic . 

N o r , however , is there reason to believe that these relationships 
are adequately expressed in the categories of na tu ra l language, 
unless thought and language are iden t i f i ed w i t h one another. Thus 
the p rob l em of devis ing a metalanguage to describe the meaning 
system of na tu ra l languages is an acute one, and no t one that is 
amenable to a posi t iv is t ic so lu t ion . 

Even more p rob lemat ic than the syntax of this metalanguage is 
that of its semantics. The metalanguage can describe meaning 
relations w i t h i n the language, w h e t h e r o f synonymy o r o f 
s im i l a r i t y , bu t i f i t i s t o describe the meanings o f the terms o f the 
language i t must refer beyond the language. There are many ways 
in w h i c h this m i g h t be done. For example B l o o m f i e l d i a n be­
hav iour i sm analyzes meaning behaviour i s t i ca l ly . Thus the meta­
language relates l inguis t ic terms to the i r behavioura l contex t . 
Componen t i a l analysis relates its p r i m i t i v e meaning elements to a 
w i d e r ' cu l t u r e ' , w h i c h begs the question, or postulates them as 
universal reflections of the external (or internal) world. Saussure 
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relates the sign system as a w h o l e to the universal c o n t i n u u m of 
thought on w h i c h i t i s imposed, a concept ion v e r y l i k e that of 
T r i e r ' s ' semantic f i e ld ' . 

T h e range of solutions offered should be suff icient to indicate 
the imposs ib i l i ty o f dec id ing be tween them on pu re ly fo rma l 
grounds. B u t i t i s not on ly the f o r m of the solut ion that i s a rb i t r a ry 
in this sense, the content of any one f o r m u l a t i o n cannot be said to 
have any inherent ob j ec t i v i t y e i ther . 

For example , on w h a t basis does component ia l analysis decide 
that the terms ' m a n ' and ' w o m a n ' should be d i f fe ren t i a ted as 
male / female , w h e n these terms have such p o w e r f u l , complex and 
changing connotations? To reduce the terms to the gender 
d i s t inc t ion be tween their most c o m m o n referents is to depr ive the 
terms of most o f the i r l inguis t ic and c u l t u r a l power . Thus the basic 
semantic uni ts do not emerge ob jec t ive ly , they are abstracted 
a r b i t r a r i l y f r o m the in f in i t e set of possible uni ts . Thus even a 
sympathet ic commenta to r can conclude: 'One cannot avo id the 
suspicion that the semantic components are i n t e rp re t ed on the 
basis o f the l inguis t ' s i n t u i t i v e understanding of the l e x i c a l items 
w h i c h he uses to label t h e m ' . 1 7 C o m p o n e n t i a l analysis tells us more 
about the impover ished i n t u i t i o n of linguists than i t tells us about 
meaning. 

T h e fundamental p rob l em is that an object ive desc r ip t ion of the 
semantics of na tu ra l language has to relate elements of language to 
some ex t r a - l ingu i s t i c r ea l i t y , w h e t h e r i t be ' t h o u g h t ' or ' the 
w o r l d ' . H o w e v e r the descr ip t ion has i t se l f to make use of 
l inguis t ic terms to refer to this ex t r a - l ingu i s t i c r ea l i t y . Thus, 
however far a posi t iv is t semantics takes its r educ t ion i sm, even if i t 
goes to the lengths of B l o o m f i e l d i a n behaviour ism in e l i m i n a t i n g 
a l l reference to meaning, i t s t i l l has to make use of the meaning 
system of na tu ra l language in its descriptions, and so to presuppose 
that meaning system. Thus any pos i t iv is t analysis of the meaning of 
language has to presuppose its o w n conclusions, for i t must have 
already established the o b j e c t i v i t y o f the mean ing o f na tura l 
language in o rde r to have a metalanguage w i t h i n w h i c h to 
describe that meaning. 

It is for this reason that l ingu is t i c relativists s imply refuse to 
refer beyond language, r e v o l v i n g w i t h i n an endless c i rc le f r o m 
w h i c h they cannot escape, and equal ly unable to e x p l a i n h o w 
anybody could enter the circle by learning a language, and so 
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unable to e x p l a i n h o w language cou ld serve as a means of 
communica t ion . 

The d i l e m m a arises because the p r o b l e m that produces it is a 
spurious one. T h e choice, be tween pos i t iv i sm and r e l a t iv i sm, is 
therefore a false one. The d i l e m m a arises out of the a t tempt to 
d ivorce meaning f r o m the i n t e n t i o n a l i t y o f people w h o mean and 
to give i t an existence in an object independent of a l l human 
in t e rven t ion . Pos i t iv ism seeks, u l t i m a t e l y , to refer meaning back 
to an ob jec t ive , p re - l ingu is t i c , w o r l d . Such an a m b i t i o n is 
unrealizable because the r e l a t ion be tween meaning and the w o r l d 
can never be f o r m u l a t e d unambiguously . I f i t i s f o r m u l a t e d w i t h i n 
language, i t presupposes w h a t i t seeks to establish. I f i t seeks to get 
beyond (or beneath) language, as in the a t tempt to base l inguis t ic 
meaning on 'ostensive' de f in i t i on , then i t ceases to be unambiguous 
and the a t t empt to establish a p r iv i l eged ob jec t ive meaning 
founders. R e l a t i v i s m recognizes the imposs ib i l i ty of establishing 
an unambiguous relat ionship be tween language and an externa l 
object ive w o r l d , and so makes language in to its p r i v i l e g e d object. 

As soon as this a t tempt to exclude i n t en t i ona l i t y f r o m con­
siderations of meaning is abandoned, the d i l emma disappears, and 
the p rob lem becomes a m u c h more pragmat ic one. T h e l inguis t ic 
sign on ly exists as a linguistic e n t i t y for a speaker or hearer in the 
context of specific utterances in a par t i cu la r s i tua t ion . Hence 
words are a lways f i l led w i t h content , they are never stable, but 
always changeable and adaptable, the i r meaning is d i f fe ren t for 
different people, and even for the same person at d i f fe ren t points 
in t ime. E v e r y w o r d , every phrase, has a h is tory for the i nd iv idua l 
speaker/hearer, a h is tory that is constant ly un fo ld ing . Outs ide this 
i nd iv idua l h i s to ry the elements of language have no l inguis t ic 
rea l i ty , they become only sequences of sounds. Thus the elements 
of language have no stable, or permanent , or objec t ive meanings to 
be discovered: such meanings l i t e r a l l y and qui te s imp ly do not 
exist. 

This does n o t mean that language can on ly be related to 
i nd iv idua l subjects and to i n d i v i d u a l experience, for language is 
above a l l a means of c o m m u n i c a t i o n of meaning f r o m one subject 
to another. Thus the subject externalizes an i n t e n t i o n in the f o r m 
of a l inguis t ic ut terance in the hope and an t ic ipa t ion that another 
subject w i l l thereby be able to recover that i n t e n t i o n . Thus the 
meaning of the elements of language has an in tersubject ive rea l i ty : 
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some aspects of that meaning are c o m m o n to m o r e than one 
language user and. have a ce r t a in s tabi l i ty . Thus the ' cardinal 
p r o b l e m o f semantics' i s that o f h o w 'the fundamenta l p o l y -
semant ic i ty o f the w o r d can b e reconci led w i t h its u n i t y ' . 1 8 

Posi t iv ism seeks to e l iminate the po lysemant ic i ty , seeing in i t on ly 
the subjective overtones imposed on some fundamental and static 
meaning. H o w e v e r i t i s no t suff icient to refer the w o r d back to the 
i n d i v i d u a l psyche to recover the po lysemant ic i ty o f the w o r d 
because one is then in danger of los ing sight of its u n i t y . 

T h e meaning of a l inguis t ic u n i t fo r an i n d i v i d u a l , w h i c h i s the 
on ly meaning tha t can be said to exist , is the expression of a 
h is tory , and so the summat ion of the ind iv idua l exper ience of a 
series of contexts w i t h i n w h i c h the u n i t has had mean ing for that 
i nd iv idua l . T h e u n i t y of that meaning can on ly be a social and 
h is tor ica l u n i t y , a shared experience and a shared h i s to ry in w h i c h 
several ind iv idua l s have pa r t i c ipa ted and w h i c h they have signif ied 
by means o f the i r language. T h e u n i t y o f the mean ing of the un i t i s 
therefore the u n i t y of a speech c o m m u n i t y . Thus the study of 
l inguis t ic semantics can never be a f o r m a l discipl ine, it can on ly be 
a social and h is tor ica l one, s tudy ing the social and his tor ica l 
condi t ions w i t h i n w h i c h the w o r l d i s experienced and s ignif ied by 
social subjects. 
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V I I I . The Structural Analysis of Myth 
F R O M l inguis t ics Lévi-Strauss learned t w o lessons. F i r s t ly , that the 
s t ruc tura l m e t h o d of analysis that he had developed in his study of 
kinship cou ld be extended to the study of al l c u l t u r a l phenomena as 
the m e t h o d appropria te to the object ive study of meaning. 
Secondly, that behind meaning and cul ture lay the s t ruc tu r ing 
capacity of the human unconscious. I have examined the v a l i d i t y 
of these lessons at some l eng th in the last chapter. T h e first lesson 
l ed Lévi -S t rauss to develop his s t ruc tura l analysis o f m y t h . T h e 
second led h i m to develop his d is t inc t ive h u m a n phi losophy. I 
shall l ook at the fo rmer in this chapter and the la t t e r in the 
nex t . 

Lév i -S t r aus s ' t u r n t o the study o f m y t h f o l l o w e d his d iscovery o f 
l inguist ics and coincided w i t h his appoin tment to the École Pratique. 
I t was d ic ta ted pa r t ly by a desire to apply the n e w m e t h o d to n o n -
l inguis t ic c u l t u r a l phenomena, bu t more fundamenta l ly by the 
be l i e f that t h r o u g h the study of symbol ic systems Lévi -St rauss 
w o u l d be able to gain access to the human m i n d . 

A l t h o u g h Lév i -S t rauss makes use o f many terms b o r r o w e d f r o m 
l inguist ics and makes frequent allusions to l inguis t ics , specific 
b o r r o w i n g s are rare. Thus many commentators have noted that 
Lévi-Strauss ' allusions to l inguis t ics are l a rge ly metaphor ica l . 
We have, therefore, to assess his studies on the i r o w n terms. As 
such I shall argue in this chapter that Lévi-Strauss' approach 
to the ob jec t ive analysis of m y t h i c a l meaning runs in to exac t ly 
the problems that I o u t l i n e d in the last sect ion of the last 
chapter. 

There is no doubt that Lévi-Strauss can conjure meanings ou t of 
the ma te r i a l . H o w e v e r these meanings are, f r o m the analyt ical 
poin t o f v i e w , a rb i t r a ry . Thus m y conclusion w i l l be that the 
meanings tha t Lév i -S t rauss ext rac ts f r o m the systems of m y t h 
under r e v i e w are no more than a f o r m a l i z a t i o n of the v e r y 
id iosyncra t ic meanings the m a t e r i a l has for Lévi-Strauss. 

184 
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1 E A R L Y A P P R O A C H E S T O M Y T H 

A l t h o u g h , i n the l i g h t o f his encounter w i t h l inguis t ics , L é v i -
Strauss came to in te rp re t The Elementary Structures as a w o r k w h i c h 
sought the m a r k of the unconscious on the social structures w h i c h 
it generated, he was not absolutely confident that these structures 
were products o f the m i n d alone, for the constraints in question 
could be 'me re ly the re f lec t ion in men's minds of ce r t a in social 
demands that had been ob jec t i f i ed in ins t i tu t ions ' . Hence Lévi-
Strauss t u rned his a t ten t ion to the study of symbol i c thought in 
order to discover the constraints of the unconscious impressed on 
systems w i t h no apparent ' p r ac t i ca l f u n c t i o n ' . 1 

In s tudying symbol ic thought Lévi-Strauss is seeking to uncover 
the unconscious th rough an analysis of the structures displayed in 
that thought . Symbol ic though t offers a 'metalanguage ' , whose 
elements have no meaning in themselves, the i r mean ing d e r i v i n g 
exclusively f r o m the relations be tween the elements. 

Symbol ic though t s imply arranges and rearranges a f i xed 
reper to ry of elements. I t i s a combina to ry though t , w h i c h 
responds to an unconscious 'demand for order ' . Since the meaning 
of symbol ic though t is exhausted by its immanen t s t ructure i t is 
amenable to an immanen t analysis w h i c h confines i t se l f to the 
s t ruc tura l relat ions be tween its parts. 

T h e u l t i m a t e meaning o f symbol i c thought does n o t der ive f r o m 
any reference i t makes beyond itself, bu t f r o m the homologous 
re la t ion i t bears to the m i n d w h i c h produces i t : 

'Authentic structuralism seeks . . . above all to grasp the intrinsic properties of 
certain kinds of order. These properties express nothing w h i c h w o u l d be external 
to them. Or , if one is determined that they should refer to something external, 
one should turn to the cerebral organization conceived as a ne twork of wh ich 
these or those properties are translated by the most diverse ideological systems 
into the terms of a particular structure, each of which systems in its own way 
reveals the network 's modes of interconnection. 
. . . One can thus see how the effacement of the subject represents a necessity of, 
if one can say i t , a methodological order: it scrupulously avoids explaining 
anything of the m y t h except in terms of the myth , and consequently excludes the 
point of v iew of the judge inspecting the m y t h from wi thou t , inclined for this 
reason to seek extrinsic causes for i t . On the contrary it is necessary to be 
penetrated by the convict ion that behind every mythical system other mythical 
systems, as predominant determining factors, are profiled: it is they which speak 
in it and wh ich echo one another'. 2 
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This passage brings ou t v e r y c lear ly the close connect ion 
be tween the dominant themes of Lévi -St rauss ' s t ruc tura l i sm: the 
a t tempt to discover an objec t ive meaning i m m a n e n t in the object 
defined w i t h o u t reference to any th ing outside the object; the 
s t ructura l is t reduc t ion of that meaning to the f o r m a l relations 
be tween the parts of the object and so the r educ t i on of content to 
f o r m ; and the theory of the unconscious. The p i v o t o f these themes 
is the a t t empt to isolate in p rac t ica l terms the meaning of the 
system o f m y t h i c a l thought . 

B y r u l i n g ou t any subjective i n t e rp re t a t i on o f the system o f 
m y t h i c a l thought Lévi-Strauss treats that system as an iner t and 
ex te rna l object . His a i m is to show that the mean ing of that object 
is de te rmined by its s t ructure . To do this he has to isolate, on the 
one hand, the elements of that object and, on the other, the 
relations be tween them. In fact the t w o tasks cannot be separated 
f r o m one another since the elements of m y t h o n l y appear as such 
w i t h i n the s t ructure that gives t hem their m y t h i c a l meaning, jus t 
as d i s t inc t ive features in phono logy exist on ly in the i r oppos i t ion 
to other features. 

D i f f e r e n t versions o f the theory o f m y t h are based on di f ferent 
in terpre ta t ions o f the const i tuent elements o f the s t ructure . In the 
ear ly formula t ions of the theory this const i tuent element was 
defined as a segment of the t e x t of the m y t h . In 1953 i t was cal led a 
theme or sequence, w h i c h had no meaning in itself, bu t w h i c h der ived 
its meaning on ly f r o m its p a r t i c i p a t i o n in a system. Th i s theme was 
to be discovered by the app l i ca t ion of ob jec t ive procedures, 
no tab ly c o m m u t a t i o n . Later the element was def ined as zmytheme, 
w h i c h i s a segment o f the t e x t o f subject-predicate f o r m w h i c h 
'shows that a cer ta in func t ion is at a g iven t ime l i n k e d to a cer ta in 
subject ' . 3 T h e mytheme is defined by the r e l a t ion be tween subject 
and func t ion . 

In fact we are t o l d that the same mythemes recur th roughou t a 
m y t h , hence the unfo ld ing of the m y t h is conceived of no t as the 
un fo ld ing of a nar ra t ive , bu t as a r epe t i t ion . T h e t rue mythemes 
are not , therefore ' isolated relat ions, but bundles of such relations'. 

In the la ter analyses o f m y t h i c a l thought we f ind that the 
element changes yet again, be ing reduced f r o m a p ropos i t ion to a 
single sign, as we shall see w h e n we consider Mythologiques. Th i s 
change corresponds to a change in the unders tanding of the 
structure of the myth. In the early analyses of myth the structure of 
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the m y t h is exp la ined by reference to the myth ' s f u n c t i o n w h i c h is 
to develop a l og i ca l argument w h i c h takes a p ropos i t iona l f o r m . 
The m y t h resolves contradic t ions be tween c o n f l i c t i n g ideological 
beliefs: 

'The purpose of the m y t h is to provide a logical model capable of overcoming a 
contradiction (an impossible achievement if, as it happens, the contradiction is 
real) ' . ' 

For Lévi-Strauss the c o n t r a d i c t i o n is concealed by means of an 
argument by analogy. The i n i t i a l con t r ad ic t ion w i l l be t ransformed 
in to another one, w h i c h can i t s e l f be mediated. T h e med ia t ion o f 
an analogous con t r ad i c t i on thus 'resolves' the f i rs t con t r ad ic t ion . 
The r e l a t ion be tween the t w o , or more , successive contradic t ions 
is a symbol ic r e l a t i on w h i c h m a y be metaphor ica l or m e t o n y m i c a l . 
Because the i n i t i a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n is never ' r e a l l y ' resolved i t w i l l 
be media ted t i m e and again, in an incessant a t t empt to dissolve i t 
by dissipating i t . T h e i n i t i a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n therefore establishes an 
in te rminab le series of myths in response to a single ideological 
p rob lem. 

In the Oedipus m y t h the cons t i tu t ive c o n t r a d i c t i o n is established 
outside the m y t h , de r i v ing f r o m the coexistence of a cosmological 
be l i e f in the autochthonous o r i g i n o f man and the empi r i ca l 
observat ion that man i s b o r n o f the un ion o f man and w o m a n . T h e 
A s d i w a l analysis 6 also takes an ideo log ica l p r o b l e m as its s tar t ing 
point . In the l a t t e r case the p r o b l e m is one of l e g i t i m a t i n g the 
social order , a l e g i t i m a t i o n w h i c h is achieved by means of t w o 
devices. F i r s t ly , the ex is t ing o rde r is re lated to a hypo the t i ca l 
previous order of w h i c h i t is, in some sense, an invers ion. 
Secondly, the a l ternat ive order is shown to be an in to lerable one 
by a reductio ad absurdum. 

These ear ly analyses open up many in teres t ing lines of i n q u i r y , 
but they do no t establish a pu re ly immanent analysis w h i c h finds the 
meaning o f m y t h i n its s t ruc ture . T h e propert ies o f m y t h i n these 
cases express something ex te rna l , for the problems w h i c h they 
take up are problems posed by a c u l t u r a l need to resolve 
contradic t ions be tween beliefs, or to l eg i t ima te the ex i s t i ng order . 
The s t ruc ture o f the m y t h develops in response to this cu l tu ra l 
p rob lem, hence the s t ructure does not , in the f irst instance, express 
the laws o f the m i n d but ra ther the func t ion o f the m y t h . T h e 
meaning of the myth does not derive exclusively from its 



188 The Foundations of Structuralism 

s t ructure , bu t derives f r o m its specific content, the con t r ad i c t i on i t 
is cal led on to resolve. 

I t is this independence of the con t r ad ic t ion w h i c h makes the 
analysis in p r inc ip le amenable to empi r i ca l c o n t r o l , for we can 
t u r n to the cosmology of the society and see i f the beliefs a t t r ibu ted 
to i t exis t and lead to con t r ad i c t i on . We can then t u r n to the m y t h 
and see i f the mythemes have the cu l tu ra l mean ing a t t r ibu ted to 
them by the analyst. F ina l ly , we can j udge w h e t h e r o r no t the m y t h 
does in fact express, t r ans form and mediate the contradic t ions in 
question. 

T h e analysis i s not s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d , especially i f we are dealing 
w i t h a distant cu l ture and lack ethnographic i n f o r m a t i o n . I t is 
never a de f in i t ive analysis, since it has a large in te rpre ta t ive 
component . H o w e v e r , i t is no t a rb i t r a ry because means are 
p rov ided by w h i c h we can check the object ive existence of the 
relations posited by the analyst. 

It seems that Lévi-Strauss achieves this result despite rather than 
because of his approach to m y t h . W h a t happens is that the need to 
achieve access to the m y t h as an intelligible, c u l t u r a l , p roduct leads 
qui te spontaneously to an e x a m i n a t i o n of the m y t h in re la t ion to 
the cu l tu re in w h i c h i t is found, and so to a v i e w of m y t h as an 
ins t rument o f cu l tu re rather than a p ro jec t ion of unconscious laws. 
A l t h o u g h such a development is to be w e l c o m e d as a break w i t h 
the mental is t concept ion of c u l t u r a l phenomena, as far as Lévi-
Strauss is concerned it must represent a weakness, for it is precisely 
the la t te r concept ion that he is seeking to develop. 

If myths are to be subjected to an immanent analysis, and the 
meaning o f the elements o f m y t h de te rmined w i t h o u t reference t o 
c u l t u r a l beliefs or subjective in tent ions , i t is necessary to discover 
some w a y o f uncove r ing the meaning o f the elements w i t h o u t 
go ing beyond the m y t h i c a l universe. I t is necessary to discover the 
meta l inguis t i c rules o f m y t h w h i c h define the m y t h i c a l meaning o f 
the elements pure ly in r e l a t ion to one another. By ' p e r m u t i n g a 
t e r m in a l l its con tex t s . . . one can progressively define a "universe 
o f the t a l e " analyzable i n t o pairs o f opposi t ions, var iously 
combined w i t h i n each character, w h i c h , far f r o m cons t i tu t ing an 
en t i ty , is, after the manner of the phoneme, as conceived by 
Roman Jakobson, a " n e t w o r k o f d i f ferent ia l e l e m e n t s " ' . 7 This 
inves t iga t ion o f the meta l ingu is t i c laws o f m y t h i c a l thought i s 
found in Totemism and The Savage Mind, works which not only 
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m a r k e d a break be tween the theories of kinship and m y t h , but also 
w i t h i n the study o f m y t h i tself . 

2 T H E L O G I C O F U N T A M E D T H O U G H T 

It is in Totemism and The Savage Mind that s t ruc tura l i s t in te l lec-
tual ism d e f i n i t i v e l y replaces sociological func t iona l i sm in the 
analysis of co l l ec t ive representations. I t is here that the la t ter are 
analyzed as structures w h i c h respond to the unconscious 'demand 
for order ' . T h e problems w h i c h dominate m y t h i c a l thought are no 
longer ideo log ica l problems, bu t in te l lec tua l problems posed by 
the unconscious, or by m y t h , to itself. 

Totemism seeks to demonstrate that ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought has its 
o w n laws and is as in te l lec tual as is the scientif ic t h o u g h t w h i c h we 
value so h i g h l y . This is i m p o r t a n t because t o t e m i s m has often been 
expla ined in i r ra t iona l i s t ways , the adopt ion of a t o t e m by a clan 
being exp la ined in terms o f some affective o r u t i l i t a r i a n re la t ion 
be tween clan and to tem. Lévi-Strauss wants to p rov ide an 
in te l lectual is t exp lana t ion o f the i n s t i t u t i o n o f t o t e m i s m not on ly 
so as to uncover the laws of ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought , bu t also to show 
that these laws are the p roduc t of a m i n d w h i c h is capable of 
t h i n k i n g ana ly t ica l ly . 

Lévi-Strauss argues that t o t e m i c classifications operate by using 
a na tura l series to signify a social series, using a na tu ra l model of 
d ivers i ty to conceptualize the d ive r s i ty o f human groups. Totems 
are not adopted i nd iv idua l l y by each clan, they are adopted on the 
basis o f an in te l lec tua l apprec ia t ion of a h o m o l o g y be tween t w o 
series, the na tu ra l system of totems and the social system of social 
groups. T h e impor tance of the t o t e m is its p o w e r of s ign i fy ing the 
clan as a par t of a who le , and the affective d imens ion of the to t em, 
far f r o m be ing at the o r i g i n of to temism, is a response to i t . 8 

Social o rgan iza t ion and the to temic system are therefore 
independent ly products of the m i n d w h i c h are related to one 
another as t ransformations. Hence to t emism is fundamental ly a 
w a y of conceptua l iz ing the r e l a t ion be tween social groups. Th i s 
means that the t o t em is s ignif icant on ly as a par t of a system, its 
posi t ive quali t ies having no relevance, since i t is on ly significant 
insofar as it is d is t inc t ive : the t o t e m is l ike the phoneme. Thus 
content and f o r m are reconci led and the w a y is open ' t o a genuine 
s t ruc tura l analysis'. 
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C r i t i c i s m of this analysis o f to t emism i s t w o f o l d . In the first 
place, Lévi-Strauss is c r i t i c i z e d for reduc t ion ism, e l i m i n a t i n g all 
content of the in s t i t u t ion in order to focus solely on the 
distinctiveness of the t o t e m and so leg i t imate a s t ruc tu ra l analysis. 
In this ve in Leach argues that Lévi-Strauss , in focussing solely on 
the ana ly t ica l re la t ion of distinctiveness, el iminates any possibil i ty 
o f e x p l a i n i n g the rel igious d imens ion o f t o t e m i s m . R . and L . 
Maka r iu s argue that this r educ t ion i sm, in ' d e p r i v i n g the e thno­
graphy of its factual con ten t ' by reducing e v e r y t h i n g to mere 
difference, el iminates the poss ib i l i ty of a soc io logica l under­
standing. 1 0 

T h e second c r i t i c i sm doubts the in te l lec tua l basis of the to temic 
classification. T h e most cogent such c r i t i c is W o r s l e y . W h a t is in 
question is whe the r the t o t e m i c series is cons t i tu ted by the 
in te l lec t independent ly of the social series. W o r s l e y argues, on the 
basis of his o w n f i e l d w o r k , that the t o t emic series is not 
constructed independent ly , bu t ra ther that totems are assigned to 
groups in an atomist ic w a y , social o rgan iza t ion therefore o f fe r ing 
the mode l fo r a de r iva t ive t o t e m i c system. 

Lévi-Strauss c lear ly recognizes that the systematic character of 
the t o t emic system is by no means obvious. Lévi-Strauss argues 
that the systems do not appear to be systematic because they tend 
to get m o d i f i e d over t ime , p a r t i c u l a r l y in the face of demographic 
changes. He therefore in t roduces w h a t he calls the ' theore t ica l 
a t t i t ude ' w h i c h reimposes a system in the w a k e of d i s rup t ion . 1 1 

T h e p r o b l e m of the systematic character of the system is especially 
acute because, as we shall see, the logic of p r i m i t i v e classification 
is e x t r e m e l y f l ex ib le , so that it is d i f f i c u l t to locate a co l l ec t ion 
w h i c h w o u l d no t be systematic in Lév i -S t rauss ' terms. Indeed 
Lévi-Strauss argued forcefu l ly against a t t r i b u t i n g any systematic 
significance to to t emism on the basis of his o w n f ie ldwork. 1 2 

In The Savage Mind Lévi-Strauss broadens his perspective f r o m 
that o f the t o t e m i c classification to that o f ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought in 
general , and pa r t i cu l a r l y concentrates on i d e n t i f y i n g the ' l o g i c ' o f 
' p r i m i t i v e ' classifications, in o rder to establish its in te l lec tual 
credentials. 

A c c o r d i n g to Lév i -S t rauss ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought makes use o f a l l 
the resources of symbol ism, w h i l e scientif ic though t turns its back 
on the symbol i c . ' P r i m i t i v e t h o u g h t ' therefore makes extensive 
use of metaphorical and metonymical relations which would be 
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exc luded by science. Objects are assigned to classes no t solely on 
the basis of the i r possessing the def in ing a t t r i bu t e of the class, as 
w o u l d be the case w i t h a scient i f ic classification, bu t also on the 
basis o f symbol ic associations w i t h already e x i s t i n g members o f 
the class. Classes are then s imply 'heaps' of objects w h i c h are no t 
based on the abstract ion of one p roper ty c o m m o n to every 
member of that class. Hence the classif ict ion can always be 
exhaustive, a l though classes w i l l by no means be m u t u a l l y 
exclusive. A classification does no t have an o v e r a l l logic , bu t a 
series of ' l oca l logics ' , since items can be associated w i t h one 
another accord ing to ve ry d i f fe ren t c r i t e r i a . T h e rules in question 
are many and var ied , and can differ f r o m society to society. 

T h e rules o f ' p r i m i t i v e t h o u g h t ' are in te l l ec tua l , in that they are 
based on an a b i l i t y to 'oppose te rms ' to one another , developing 
taxonomies on the basis of 'successive d icho tomies ' w h i c h 
const i tute ' b i na ry opposi t ions ' . I t seems that i t is the opposi t ional 
character of these relations, ra ther than the i r b i n a r y character, 
w h i c h mat ters most to Lévi -St rauss . 

Despi te the fact that the enormous va r i e ty of the rules makes i t 
d i f f i c u l t , i f not impossible, t o dist inguish though t w h i c h w o u l d 
break the rules f r o m though t w h i c h d i d no t b reak them, Lévi -
Strauss does show that ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought can be seen as p rope r ly 
in te l lec tua l thought . This does not , however , mean that i t ac tual ly 
i s i n t e l l ec tua l . On the one hand, the inde te rminacy of the rules 
makes the c l a i m untestable. On the o ther hand, the i n i t i a l 
exclus ion of the affective renders the conclusion tautologous. 

It is not clear whe the r Lévi-Strauss is seeking to establish that 
the rules u n d e r l y i n g these classifications are the same as those 
u n d e r l y i n g scientif ic classifications, or whe the r he wants to argue 
that they are d i f ferent , w i t h o u t i m p l y i n g any weaker menta l 
capacity on the part o f the ' p r i m i t i v e ' . 1 3 Lév i -S t rauss probably 
vacillates because o f his i den t i f i ca t ion o f laws o f t hough t w i t h laws 
of the m i n d . Th i s i den t i f i c a t i on leads easily to the conclusion that , 
i n deal ing w i t h t w o d i f fe ren t systems o f though t w e are deal ing 
w i t h t w o d i f fe ren t menta l i t ies , a 'savage' m e n t a l i t y , i n w h i c h the 
m i n d thinks spontaneously, and a ' c i v i l i z e d ' m e n t a l i t y , in w h i c h 
the m i n d i s marked by some k i n d of t r a in ing . 

T h e p r o b l e m arises because o f Lév i -S t r auss ' v i e w o f the 
classification as a product of the m i n d . Instead of contras t ing 
symbolic thought with scientific thought as two different varieties 
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o f 'domest ica ted ' thought , Lévi-Strauss sees the fo rmer as a 
spontaneous p roduc t o f the m i n d . 1 4 In analyzing d i f fe ren t ' log ics ' , 
however , we are not analyzing d i f fe ren t mental i t ies , but d i f ferent 
social ly e laborated and socia l ly endorsed convent ions by w h i c h 
different kinds o f thought are ordered. T h e v e r y differences 
be tween d i f fe ren t systems of thought should a ler t us against 
adopt ing a mental is t approach and should rather suggest a v i e w of 
co l lec t ive representations as c u l t u r a l products. 

For this reason the ' l aws ' o f any par t icu lar k i n d o f thought must 
be related to the end w h i c h that thought is designed to achieve, and 
i t is on ly in r e l a t ion to those ends that different kinds of thought 
can be evaluated. Lévi-Strauss finds h imse l f caught be tween the 
horns of a d i l emma, for in seeking in te l lec tual ra ther than soc ia l ' 
foundations fo r the laws of though t he is led s t ra ight to the 
conclusion w h i c h he seeks to avo id , the conclusion that d i f ferent 
cultures are character ized by d i f fe ren t mental i t ies . T h e i d e n t i f i ­
ca t ion o f the ' p r i m i t i v e ' w i t h the infant i le m e n t a l i t y i s d i f f i cu l t t o 
avoid since, as W o r s l e y has n o t e d , 1 5 the laws o f ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought 
according to Lévi-Strauss are r emarkab ly s imi la r to the pre-
conceptual thought o f the c h i l d . 

I f w e compare scientif ic taxonomies w i t h L é v i - S t r a u s s ' charac­
t e r i za t ion o f ' p r i m i t i v e ' classifications we can easily locate 
funct ional differences l y i n g beh ind the d i f ferent rules of classifi­
ca t ion . Scient i f ic taxonomies a t t empt to classify eve ry th ing 
exhaustively i n t o mutually exclusive classes. Such classifications are 
ex t r eme ly d i f f i c u l t to construct on the basis of incomple te 
knowledge , f o r there w i l l a lways be some items w h i c h cannot be 
assigned to a class w i t h o u t a m b i g u i t y . W h e n we f ind some 
anomalies we k n o w that our classif ication is inadequate, since the 
u l t ima te a i m is to use the classif icat ion to generate generalizations 
w h i c h w i l l ideal ly not admi t a m b i g u i t y o r except ions . 

T h e laws of ' p r i m i t i v e ' classif icat ion, as described by Lévi-
Strauss, sacrifice the c o n d i t i o n of m u t u a l exclusiveness of classes 
to the demand for exhaustiveness. The p l u r a l i t y of rules o f 
assignment of i tems to classes impl ies that any i t e m can be assigned 
to any one of a number of classes. Th i s neglect of the scientif ic 
requi rement that classes be m u t u a l l y exclusive is no t to be 
expla ined by a contrast be tween an unscientif ic and a scientific 
men ta l i ty , bu t rather by a contrast be tween systems of thought 
which are elaborated with different ends in view. The 'primitive' 
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classification is not designed to assist in the generat ion of 
generalizations, and so the classes need not be m u t u a l l y exclusive. 
The r equ i r emen t imposed on the classification appears to be o n l y 
that e v e r y t h i n g should f ind a place in the o r d e r i n g of the w o r l d , 
and so m u t u a l exclusiveness is abandoned in o rde r to guarantee 
exhaustiveness. 

A l t h o u g h ' p r i m i t i v e ' t hough t is in te l lec tua l , i t i s no t analyt ica l , 
conceptual though t . I t is, in the fullest sense, s y m b o l i c thought , 
m a k i n g use of concrete images to express abstract conceptions. 
Lévi -St rauss calls the elements of this thought 'signs' , w h i c h d i f fe r 
f r o m the concept i n being l i m i t e d in the i r powers o f reference. 
The meaning of these elements is cons t i tu ted by the symbol ic 
oppositions in to w h i c h they enter, and cannot be d ivo rced f r o m 
those opposi t ions. 

' P r i m i t i v e ' thought has available to i t a g iven stock of symbols, 
w h i c h the t h inke r can put to use by c o m b i n i n g and recombin ing . 
H o w e v e r , the concrete basis of the symbol means that n e w 
elements cannot be invented to do new things. ' M y t h i c a l thought 
is therefore a k i n d of in te l l ec tua l "bricolage" ' . 'Concepts thus 
appear l i ke operators opening up the set being w o r k e d w i t h and 
s igni f ica t ion l i ke the opera tor of its reorganization, w h i c h nei ther 
extends nor renews i t and l i m i t s i t se l f to ob t a in ing the group of its 
t ransformat ions ' . M e a n i n g is, therefore, reduced to an arrange­
ment , as in the kaleidoscope, w h i c h 'can be expressed in terms of 
s t r ic t relat ions be tween its parts and . . . these relat ions have no 
content apart f r o m the pa t t e rn i t s e l f . 1 6 

T h e classif icat ion represents one exercise of 'bricolage' by w h i c h 
symbols are related to one another. T h e meaning of the classifi­
cat ion, its 'message', is cons t i tu ted by the fact that it operates at 
once a ' t o t a l i z a t i o n ' and a ' de to ta l i za t ion ' , and so can signify bo th 
un i ty and d ivers i ty . Hence the to t emic classif ication can express 
the u n i t y of the society, by the analogy i t establishes be tween the 
cu l tu ra l and the natura l orders, w h i l e at the same t i m e s igni fy ing 
the d ive r s i ty of social groups by the d i s t inc t ion be tween species. 

Th i s 'message' is at the same t ime an expression of the 
relat ionship be tween cu l tu re and nature, t o t e m i s m p r o v i d i n g ' the 
means (or hope) of t ranscending the oppos i t ion be tween t h e m ' . 1 7 

T o t e m i s m therefore begins by contras t ing na ture and cul ture , 
i n t r o d u c i n g d i scon t inu i ty , bu t then reconciles t hem w i t h one 
another by establishing a homolog i ca l re la t ion be tween the t w o . 
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These classifications are engendered by successive d i c h o t o m -
iza t ion . H o w e v e r , the ' concre te classifiers . . . can also, in the i r 
sensory f o r m , show that a l o g i c a l p rob l em has been solved or a 
c o n t r a d i c t i o n surmounted ' , and so ' d i cho tomic l i n e a r i t y becomes 
the " s p i r a l " o f a dialogue o f the m i n d w i t h its o w n demands w h i c h 
is deepened in a progression w h i c h Lévi-Strauss comes to qual i fy 
as " d i a l e c t i c a l . " ' 1 8 The study of classification leads d i r ec t l y i n t o 
the study o f m y t h . 

3 MYTHOLOGIQUES 
The four volumes of Mythologiques seek to analyze a body of myths 
f r o m bo th N o r t h and South A m e r i c a , these my ths m a k i n g up a 
single universe w h i c h is analyzed as a w h o l e . M y t h s are no longer 
seen as be ing generated s imply by oppositions, bu t are seen as 
t ransformations of other myths in the same or ne ighbour ing 
societies. T h e sequence of oppos i t ion , med ia t i on and transfor­
m a t i o n is no t , therefore, found in any one m y t h , bu t is dispersed 
th roughou t the universe o f myths . An opposi t ion may be established 
in one m y t h , and mediated or t ransformed in the m y t h of a distant 
society. 

Lévi-Strauss argues that this change of perspective is s imply a 
change f r o m a method of ' syntagmat ic subs t i tu t ion ' to one of 
' pa rad igmat ic subs t i tu t ion ' , a change ju s t i f i ed on the grounds that 
the la t te r is appropriate on ly at the beginning of the analysis. T h e 
change is, however , more s ignif icant than this, fo r i t implies that 
the opposit ions w h i c h myths seek to resolve are cons t i tu ted within 
the universe of myths, w h i c h therefore offer a closed universe, 
a l though that universe is i t s e l f in te rminab le since the possibi l i ty of 
establishing n e w transformations is always present. T h e universe 
of m y t h therefore represents n o t h i n g but a constant rearrange­
ment of terms. Beh ind the myths we can f ind a constant s t ructure 
w h i c h generates them. ' I tsgrowth is a continuous process, whereas 
its structure remains d i scont inuous ' . 1 9 

T h e analysis of Mythologiques starts out f r o m a r a n d o m l y chosen 
m y t h and gradual ly expands to b r i n g in more and more myths 
f r o m m o r e distant cultures. As each n e w m y t h i s i n t roduced , and 
new t r ans fo rma t ion relat ions established w i t h the myths already 
examined , the analysis of the l a t t e r is progressively deepened. 
Although Lévi-Strauss insists that the starting point is not 
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p r iv i l eged , even i f not a r b i t r a r y , by the end o f Mythologiques we 
f ind a segment of the reference m y t h is the ob jec t ive p ivo t of the 
w h o l e system o f myths o f N o r t h and South A m e r i c a . Gradua l ly a 
p ic ture of the system as a w h o l e is b u i l t up in w h i c h 'each m y t h 
taken separately exists as the l i m i t e d appl ica t ion of a pa t te rn , 
w h i c h i s gradual ly revealed by the relat ions of rec iprocal 
i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y discerned be tween several m y t h s ' . 2 0 

Since myths come f r o m societies w h i c h have d i f fe ren t e n v i r o n ­
ments, d i f fe ren t societies w i l l use di f ferent ' images ' to code the 
same concepts. Each m y t h w i l l therefore be de te rmined by a 
double t rans format ion , one w h i c h transforms the conceptual 
content o f another m y t h , and another w h i c h takes account o f 
in f ras t ruc tura l differences be tween the societies w h i c h mean that 
the same concept is expressed by di f ferent i tems: 

'Every version of the myth thus betrays the influence of a double determinism: 
one links it to a succession of earlier versions or to an ensemble of foreign 
versions, the other acts in a k ind of transversal way, through constraints of 
infrastructural or ig in which impose a modification of this or that element, f rom 
which the result is a reorganization of the system to accommodate these 
differences to necessities of an external order ' . 2 1 

Hence the myths are n o w g iven that immanen t analysis w h i c h 
was not achieved in the 1955 analysis. M y t h s are no longer re la ted 
to a n y t h i n g outside themselves, other than the objec t ive features 
of the w o r l d w h i c h they take up as the i r means of expression. 

'Mythologica l analysis has not, and cannot have, as its aim to show how men th ink 
. . . I . . . claim to show, not how men think in myths, but how myths operate in 
men's minds w i t h o u t their being aware of the fact (comment les mythes se pensent 
dans les hommes, et a leur insu)'. 

' I f it is now asked to what final meaning these mutually significative meanings are 
referring . . . the only reply to emerge from this study is that myths signify the 
mind w h i c h evolves them by making use of the w o r l d of w h i c h it is itself a par t ' . 2 2 

T h e idea that myths are the products o f t ransformat ions o f o ther 
myths leads s t ra ight back to those diffusionist hypotheses about the 
Amer icas w h i c h have concerned Lévi-St rauss th roughout his 
career, and w h i c h p r o v i d e d the d i r ec t l y an th ropo log ica l insp i r ­
a t ion fo r his s t ruc tura l i sm. A l t h o u g h these hypotheses only come 
to the fore in L'Homme Nu, they are present from the start of 
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Mythologiques. At first the analysis is conf ined to the relations 
be tween a f e w A m a z o n i a n societies, B o r o r o m y t h o l o g y being seen 
a s the p roduc t o f the i n t e r a c t i o n o f T u p i and G ê m y t h o l o g y . A s 
Mythologiques develops the net widens to cover the w h o l e cont inent , 
and the qual i f icat ions and reservations w h i c h Lévi-Strauss has in 
the past at tached to his diffusionist speculations are la rge ly 
dropped. 

T h e idea that we are dea l ing w i t h a m y t h i c a l f i e l d whose u n i t y is 
exp la ined by reference to diffusionis t hypotheses leads na tura l ly to 
the search for the archetypal m y t h , w h i c h Lévi-Strauss claims to 
discover in some myths f r o m O r e g o n , w h i c h m a y be remnants o f 
the o r i g i n a l m y t h , o r w h i c h may represent to ta l iza t ions o f the f i e ld 
as a w h o l e , but w h i c h p rov ide c o n f i r m a t i o n of the analysis w h i c h 
w o u l d no t be available i f Lévi -St rauss had to r e ly solely on a 
postulated unconscious scheme as geni tor of the universe of 
myths . 

In the Oedipus analysis each m y t h , defined as the sum of its 
variants, sought to resolve a par t icu lar con t r ad i c t i on . N o w , 
however , there is one single p r o b l e m d o m i n a t i n g the m y t h o l o g y of 
the w h o l e cont inent : 

' M y t h is nothing other than the effort to correct or dissimulate its constitutive 
dissymmetry ' . 2 3 

Mythologiques achieves the s t ructural is t p r o g r a m m e of sub­
j e c t i n g the universe o f m y t h to an immanent analysis in w h i c h the 
propert ies o f m y t h 'express n o t h i n g w h i c h w o u l d b e ex te rna l t o 
t h e m ' . 2 4 T h e m y t h is no longer seen as a c u l t u r a l l y elaborated 
system amenable to exp lana t ion in terms of c u l t u r a l l y defined 
ideologica l functions, bu t expresses the ope ra t ion of the p re -
c u l t u r a l unconscious. T h e m y t h expresses the l aws o f the m i n d . I f 
Lévi-Strauss can establish that the structures p roduced by his 
analysis have an object ive v a l i d i t y , that they do indeed const i tute 
the objec t ive meaning of the m y t h , then his c l a i m to have 
discovered something about the m i n d w i l l have a cer ta in plausi­
b i l i t y . In o rder to evaluate the theory o f m y t h i t i s necessary f i r s t to 
spell ou t m o r e c lear ly w h a t the theory involves . 

T h e fundamental hypothesis o f Lév i -S t r aus s ' developed theory 
of m y t h is clear and simple: myths make use of 'signs' to establish, 
to mediate and to transform oppositions. This power of myth 
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exhausts the meaning of m y t h , and so the specific content of the 
m y t h is a ma t t e r of indi f ference . 

The f i rs t analyt ical task is to define the object of the analysis, to 
specify w h a t is to be exp la ined and w h a t is no t to be expla ined by 
the analysis. In the first place one has to establish w h a t is and w h a t 
is not a m y t h . Th i s is not an emp i r i ca l but a theore t i ca l question, 
but one to w h i c h Lévi-Strauss fails seriously to address himself. I t 
appears that , w i t h character is t ic empi r i c i sm, Lévi -St rauss believes 
that the m y t h presents i t s e l f as such to the analysis, and so reliance 
is placed on the i n t u i t i o n of the analyst. 

H o w e v e r , i f we examine his practice i t becomes apparent tha t 
m y t h is defined by its s t ruc ture . This is not surpr is ing, for an 
immanen t analysis requires an immanent d e f i n i t i o n of the object , 
and so a de f in i t i on w h i c h does not refer, fo r example, to the 
cu l tu ra l func t ion o f m y t h , nor t o indigenous conceptions o f m y t h . 
Folk-tales are dist inguished f r o m m y t h by the i r weaker s t ruc tu r ­
ing , na r ra t ive forms replace structures o f oppos i t ion by structures 
of r edup l i ca t ion , so t ak ing a serial f o r m . H i s t o r y is l ike a m y t h , bu t 
differs in its o r i en ta t ion to t i m e , myths be ing ' instruments for the 
suppression of t i m e ' and so d i f fer in hav ing a non-revers ible 
s t ructure . R i t u a l , w h i c h the t r ad i t i ona l D u r k h e i m i a n i n t e rp r e ­
t a t i on associates closely w i t h m y t h , i s dis t inguished sharply f r o m 
the la t te r in Mythologiques, the verba l glosses on r i t ua l be ing 
associated w i t h m y t h , so tha t r i t u a l is defined solely as a f o r m of 
behaviour . M y t h and r i t u a l are then contrasted on the basis of the i r 
s t ructure . 

Hence Lévi-Strauss appears i m p l i c i t l y to define m y t h as that 
w h i c h is s t ruc tured l i ke a m y t h . So l ong as the object in quest ion 
can be found to have a s t ruc ture of redupl ica ted oppos i t ion , 
m e d i a t i o n and t rans format ion , then i t i s a m y t h . Th i s i m p l i c i t 
d e f i n i t i o n leads Lévi-Strauss to in t roduce a sharp d iv i s ion be tween 
the my ths w h i c h he examines and those w h i c h have a h i s tor ica l 
d imension, the la t ter demanding a ' r e f ined and t ransformed 
s t ruc tura l analysis', i f they are in fact amenable to such analysis a t 
a l l . 2 5 Hence , far f r o m t a k i n g m y t h as a ready-made object, Lévi-
Strauss introduces an o r i g i n a l de f in i t i on w h i c h leads h i m to 
classify in terpre ta t ions o f m y t h as par t o f the corpus, w h i l e 
e x c l u d i n g phenomena w h i c h have t r a d i t i o n a l l y been seen as 
m y t h i c a l . 

The definition of my th does not exhaust the problem of defining 
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the corpus, for the e thnographic reports we have are by no means 
rel iable . M o r e o v e r Lévi-Strauss does no t take these reports as they 
stand as his s tar t ing p o i n t in Mythologiques, bu t has n o r m a l l y 
summar ized these reports even fur ther before i n c l u d i n g them in 
his o w n t e x t . T h e m y t h has therefore already been f i l t e red t w i c e 
before be ing embodied in the corpus to be analyzed: once by the 
e thnographer , w h o w i l l have p icked out wha t he regards as being 
the essential details, and a second t ime by Lévi-Strauss. B u t even 
this filtered corpus is inadequate to the analysis, and Lévi-Strauss 
not in f requen t ly has to supplement or correct the t e x t in order to 
p e r m i t the analysis to proceed. This co r r ec t i on and supplemen­
t a t i o n renders the analysis l iable to c i r c u l a r i t y . 

Once the corpus has been defined, the analyst s t i l l has to 
establish w h a t he is to e x p l a i n . A c c o r d i n g to Lévi-Strauss the 
analysis must be exhaustive. T h e analysis can o n l y be exhaustive in 
r e l a t ion to a specif icat ion of the features of the object w h i c h are to 
be expla ined . For example , Lévi-Strauss provides no means of 
recons t ruc t ing the order of sequences in the t ex t , nor the 
g r ammat i ca l relations be tween terms, nor the l ex i ca l elements 
t h r o u g h w h i c h concepts w i l l be expressed. These aspects o f the 
m y t h are regarded as be ing pu re ly cont ingent , and so not part of 
the explanandum. A l l that is to be expla ined is the s t ructure of the 
m y t h , the relations subsisting be tween the terms. Hence, in 
response to Ricoeur 's c r i t i c i s m that Lévi-Strauss concentrates on 
the ' syn tax ' of m y t h a t the expense of its 'semantics ' Lévi -St rauss 
notes that 

'as far as I am concerned there is no choice. There is no such choice because the 
phonological revolut ion . . . consists of the discovery that meaning is always the 
result of a combination of elements wh ich are not themselves s i g n i f i c a n t . . . in 
my perspective meaning is always reducible. In other words, behind all meaning 
there is a non-meaning, whi le the reverse is not the case. As far as I am concerned, 
significance is always phenomenal' . 2 6 

I t is, therefore , the theore t i ca l assertion that the meaning of the 
m y t h is exhausted by the f o r m a l relations be tween its parts that 
underlies the isolat ion and iden t i f i ca t ion o f the object o f m y t h 
analysis as a body of texts w h i c h have a pa r t i cu la r k i n d of 
s t ruc ture , and, w i t h i n those texts, as the f o r m a l relations 
embedded in them. T h e theore t ica l assertion i t s e l f rests on a 
specific claim about the nature of the mind and the nature of 



The Structural Analysis of Myth 199 

meaning w h i c h i t se l f is no t examined, bu t is the a priori s t a r t ing 
poin t of the analysis. T h e analysis cannot, therefore , result in the 
discovery of the s t ruc tura l character of meaning , since that 
s t ruc tu ra l character has already been postula ted as the basis on 
w h i c h a t t en t ion i s focussed solely on s t ruc tu ra l characteristics of 
the object . 

H a v i n g defined the object of analysis as the f o r m a l relat ions 
embedded in the m y t h , we s t i l l require some theore t ica l pr inciples 
w h i c h w i l l enable us to i den t i fy those relat ions. I n the first place 
we have to discover w h a t i t is that the relat ions relate. In the 
Oedipus analysis, as we have seen, the element of the m y t h is the 
m y t h e m e w h i c h relates a subject to a func t ion in a sentence of the 
t ex t . These mythemes are then related oppos i t iona l ly . In Myth-
ologiques the subject has ceased to be a part of the mythemes, and the 
la t ter is reduced to a predicate . T h e element is therefore the ' s ign ' 
defined in The Savage Mind as un ion of a concept and an image, the 
image be ing the means of expression of the concept w h i c h enters 
in to the oppositions and t ransformations of the m y t h . 

Th i s predicate, moreover , is not i t se l f a par t of the t ex t , as i t was 
in the Oedipus analysis, bu t is discovered u n d e r l y i n g the image. 
Once again Lévi-Strauss ' e m p i r i c i s m leads h i m s imply to assert that 
this is the element of m y t h i c a l thought , and there is no clear 
exp lana t ion of the grounds for this assertion. 

T h e element o f the m y t h exists on ly in the con tex t o f the 
opposit ions in to w h i c h i t enters. Hence the question o f the 
i den t i f i c a t i on of the m y t h i c a l value o f specific elements i s that o f 
the i den t i f i ca t ion o f the cons t i tu t ive opposit ions o f the m y t h . 

Befo re we can iden t i fy oppositions we have to define w h a t is to 
count as an opposi t ion. It is at this stage that the a rb i t r a ry , and so 
f o r m a l , character of the analysis becomes apparent. In the Oedipus 
analysis m y t h developed on the basis of a con t r ad ic t ion . In 
Mythologiques the element of the m y t h is a concept and not a belief , 
and so the oppositions cannot take the f o r m of contradictions. N o r do 
the opposit ions take the f o r m of logical contrar ies , w h i c h cou ld 
give rise to contradic t ions i f items were discovered w h i c h had 
c o n t r a d i c t o r y at t r ibutes. In o ther words the oppositions do not 
take the f o r m x / n o t - x , but ra ther take the f o r m x / y . U n f o r t u n a t e l y 
Lévi-Strauss does not make the fundamental dis t inct ions be tween 
the concepts of b inary r e l a t i on , b ina ry oppos i t ion , and b ina ry 
con t r ad ic t ion . As Makar ius notes: 
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'The binary oppositions . . . revealed by the structuralists cover the whole field 
from a contradictory opposition to the most fragile and arbi t rary opposition that 
could be sketched by a capricious fantasy'. 2 7 

I t seems that m y t h develops as a result of the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 
d i scon t inu i ty to a cont inuous w o r l d w h i c h was effected by the 
b i r t h o f cu l tu re . The b i r t h o f cu l ture introduces meaning t o the 
w o r l d by establishing a system of signs, but on ly a t the expense of 
d is t inguishing parts of the w o r l d f r o m one another and so 
threa ten ing the fundamental u n i t y o f the w o r l d . Hence, for 
example , magica l thought associates smoke and clouds because it 
posits i n t e l l ec tua l ly an i d e n t i t y be tween the t w o w h i c h has been 
broken by the d i scon t inu i ty i m p l i c i t i n conceptual iza t ion . W h i l e 
scient if ic thought w i l l seek the i den t i t y by reference to m o r e 
fundamental properties o f smoke and clouds, mag ica l thought w i l l 
seek the i d e n t i t y by pos tu la t ing a symbol ic r e l a t i on rather than a 
real r e l a t ion . I t is because of the fact that ' p r i m a r y ' qualities are 
of ten cor re la ted w i t h ' secondary ' qualities that ' p r i m i t i v e ' thought 
can f requent ly anticipate the results of science. 

Symbo l i c thought , therefore , seeks to restore u n i t y to a w o r l d 
d i f fe ren t ia ted by the in te l l ec t . 

'al l magical operations rest on the recovery of a unity wh ich is . . . unconscious, 
or less completely conscious than the operations themselves'. 2 9 

This u n i t y is achieved s ta t ica l ly in a classification, and dynamic ­
al ly in m y t h and magic. 

A ve ry s imi la r v i e w is c lea r ly expressed in L'Homme Nu: 

' I n the course of this last part we have verified that several hundred stories, 
apparently very different f rom one another, and each very complex in itself, 
proceed from a series of l inked statements: there is the sky, and there is the earth; 
between the t w o parity is inconceivable; consequently the presence on earth of 
that celestial thing which is fire constitutes a mystery; finally, from the moment 
that the celestial fire is now found here below in the form of the domestic hearth, 
it must have been the case that one had had to go from the earth up to the sky in 
order to f ind i t ' . 2 9 

M y t h , therefore , at tempts t o reconci le d ive r s i ty w i t h un i ty b y 
m e d i a t i n g and t r ans fo rming 'opposi t ions ' w h i c h are established on 
the basis of differences. 

I f we accept p rov i s iona l ly that the element o f the m y t h has been 
defined correctly, we next have to ask how the oppositions in play 
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are ac tual ly discovered. A l t h o u g h Lévi-Strauss refers to the 
devices o f c o m m u t a t i o n , o f pe rmuta t ion , and subst i tut ion, these 
devices cannot uncover the symbol ic va lue of the opposed 
elements. 

Pe rmu ta t i on and subs t i tu t ion can i den t i fy the contexts in 
w h i c h a par t icu lar sensible f o r m can occur , and it can establish the 
par t i cu la r forms w h i c h can occur in a g iven con tex t . H o w e v e r , i t 
cannot establish the symbol ic value of the f o r m , no t least because 
the same f o r m has d i f fe ren t meaning in d i f fe ren t contexts , 
depending on the func t ion assigned by the code govern ing that 
con tex t . Hence the mean ing of an oppos i t i on can on ly be 
established once we have iden t i f i ed the code w h i c h serves to assign 
a mean ing to i t . 
Hence: 

'Their meanings can only be "pos i t ional" meanings, and it follows that they 
cannot be available to us in the myths themselves, but only by reference to the 
ethnographic context, i.e. to what we know about the way of l i fe, the 
techniques, the r i tual and the social organization of the societies whose myths we 
wish to analyze'. 3 0 

In go ing beyond the m y t h to discover the oppositions i t w o u l d 
appear that the s t ructura l is t enterprise is threatened, for we have 
to l o o k beyond m y t h to cu l tu re for its fundamental p r inc ip le . Th i s 
p r o b l e m is on ly avoided by discover ing the opposi t ion in the 
unconscious m i n d . Its mean ing cannot be discovered by reference 
to the consciously a r t i cu la ted beliefs of the m y t h o l o g i z i n g cu l tu re , 
any m o r e than i t can be discovered by reference to our o w n 
conscious representations: 

'Consciousness is the secret enemy of the sciences of man in two respects, f irst ly 
as the spontaneous consciousness immanent in the object of observation, and 
secondly as the reflective consciousness (consciousness of consciousness) in the 
scientist ' . 3 1 

Far f r o m e x a m i n i n g the cosmology, Lévi-Strauss has increas­
i n g l y come round to the v i e w that the oppositions are p r e -
conceptual , d e r i v i n g e i ther f rom nature or f r o m the na tu ra l 
mechanisms o f percept ion: 

' everything happens as though certain animals were more ready than others to fill 
this role, whether by virtue of a striking aspect of their behaviour, or whether, by 
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virtue of a propensity which w o u l d also be natural, human thought apprehends 
more quickly and more easily properties of a certain type. B o t h come to the same 
thing, moreover, since no characteristic is s tr iking in itself, and it is perceptual 
analysis . . . wh ich . . . confers a meaning on phenomena and sets them up as 
themes'. 3 2 

This development completes the dissolut ion o f cu l ture in to 
nature, for even the conceptual operations of cu l tu re are n o w 
s imply the expression of na tu ra l mechanisms. C u l t u r e is n o w a 
' synthet ic dup l i ca t ion of mechanisms already in exis tence ' . 3 3 

T h e meaning of an oppos i t ion can on ly be established by 
inspect ion o f the content o f the terms themselves. Lév i -S t rauss 
devotes enormous a t ten t ion to the ecological env i ronmen t of the 
cultures under examina t ion and rather less a t t en t ion to social 
s t ruc tura l characteristics, in o rder to discover objec t ive associa­
tions w h i c h cou ld provide the basis for symbol i c opposit ions. In 
this w a y the oppositions are discovered w i t h o u t hav ing to 
make any reference to the conscious beliefs of the cul ture in 
question. 

W h e n we remember h o w loosely the t e r m 'oppos i t ion ' i s 
defined we come face to face w i t h the p r o b l e m of arbitrariness. 
The m y t h cou ld single out any one of a large number of propert ies 
associated w i t h a par t icu la r i t e m and oppose that i t e m to any other 
i t em in the same, or even in a d i f ferent , m y t h . Hence any i t e m 
appearing in a m y t h can be re la ted to any other i t e m w i t h i n the 
universe of m y t h w i t h i n a ' b i n a r y oppos i t ion ' , f o r a single d i f f e r ­
ence is sufficient to establish an ' oppos i t ion ' . W h e n we also 
remember that e thnographic i n f o r m a t i o n is scanty, so that i n t e r ­
po la t ion is of ten necessary, w h e n we also r emember that the 
oppositions are expressed at an e x t r e m e l y abstract level our 
doubts are o n l y increased. 

Lévi-Strauss does offer a methodolog ica l guarantee w h i c h 
should l i m i t the arbitrariness of the analysis. E thnographic 
observat ion can provide an ' ex t e rna l c r i t i c i s m ' 3 4 since the associa­
t i on of concept w i t h sensible q u a l i t y i s no t a r b i t r a r y bu t must be 
founded in the object ive w o r l d . 

H o w e v e r , this guarantee is subsequently u n d e r m i n e d by the 
i n t r o d u c t i o n o f the concept o f the ' t ranscendental deduc t ion ' i n 
w h i c h propert ies are a t t r i b u t e d to an i t e m on the basis of the 
' l og ica l necessity' o f ensuring the consistency of the connections 
established by 'empirical deduction' on the basis of empirical 
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judgements . In this w a y the m y t h progressively creates n e w 
symbol ic values in order to ma in ta in its consis tency. 3 5 

T h e i r reveren t c r i t i c is inc l ined to suspect that the ' l o g i c a l 
necessity' is that of a fau l ty analysis ra ther than that of the m y t h . 
Such a suspicion is c o n f i r m e d w h e n we remember a fur ther 
methodo log ica l canon w h i c h is that the appearance of a co n t r a ­
d i c t i o n does not indicate that the analysis is in e r ro r , but ra ther ' i t 
proves that the analysis has not been taken far enough, and tha t 
ce r ta in d is t inc t ive features must have escaped d e t e c t i o n ' . 3 6 

The i n t r o d u c t i o n of the ' transcendental deduc t ion ' therefore 
makes i t possible to r e t a in an analysis w h i c h cannot be sup­
por ted , or even w h i c h is cont rad ic ted , by e thnographic observa­
t i o n . 

T h e iden t i f i ca t ion of oppositions is also supposedly p ro tec ted 
f r o m arbitrariness because oppositions do no t exis t in isolat ion, bu t 
are re la ted to one another by t ransformations. T h e m y t h takes up 
one oppos i t ion , and then engenders others by successive t rans­
f o r m a t i o n : 

' I n order for a myth to be engendered by thought, and to engender other myths in 
its tu rn , it is necessary and sufficient for an ini t ia l opposition to be injected into 
experience, from which it follows that other oppositions w i l l be engendered in 
t u r n ' . 3 7 

R i c h a r d notes o p t i m i s t i c a l l y : 

'The application of the "principles which serve as the basis of structural analysis" 
(1958a, p. 233) do not seem to guarantee absolutely that the myth has not been 
solicited to respond to the a priori ideas of the analyst. 

Nevertheless the constitution of paradigmatic ensembles, of l imited number 
but containing several relations, on the basis of a syntagmatic chain reduces the 
risk'. 3 8 

T h e risk w i l l , however , on ly be reduced i f the t ransformations 
are no t in their t u r n a r b i t r a r y . U n f o r t u n a t e l y w h a t i s t rue of 
oppositions is equally t rue of t ransformations, for the la t te r are 
found as easily as are the former . 

Lévi-Strauss uses the t e r m ' t r ans fo rma t ion ' ex t r eme ly loosely, 
r e f e r r i ng to a t r ans fo rma t ion re la t ion whenever myths can be 
re la ted to one another. T h e simplest f o r m of the t ransformat ion is 
found w h e n a pair of myths share a c o m m o n element, and one or 
two differences are then claimed to be correlative. It would be 
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very surpr is ing i f w e cou ld no t discover such t rans format ion 
relat ions. 

M o r e o v e r the t r ans format ion relations are never established 
u n t i l the m y t h has already been in te rpre ted and impover ished to 
some ex ten t , and often to a v e r y considerable ex ten t . R. and L. 
Makar ius have analyzed the supposed set of myths M 7 - 1 2 , M 1 4 , 
M273 discussed in From Honey to Ashes. T h e y show that Lévi-
Strauss has to dis tor t and elaborate on the myths qu i te outrageously 
in o rder to establish a supposed cycle of t ransformations. M a y b u r y -
Lewis has shown the c i r c u l a r i t y of another supposed c y c l e . 3 9 

A l t h o u g h there are some sets w h i c h appear to be more plausibly 
related ( fo r example, M 2 3 - 4 and M 2 6 ; M 5 5 and M 7 - 1 2 ; M 1 5 - 1 6 
and M 2 0 ; M 1 8 8 - 9 and M 1 9 1 ) , in other cases Lévi-Strauss appears 
to conjure transformations ou t of t h in air in o rder to complete an 
analysis (e.g. R C , pp. 64, 118). 

Because Lévi-Strauss insists that m y t h is the product of an 
unconscious to w h i c h the analyst has no means of access other than 
th rough the m y t h , the analyst has no means of d i scover ing w h a t 
are and w h a t are not elements, oppositions and t ransformations of 
the m y t h . The re is therefore no means of d i scover ing whe the r the 
analyst's constructs in fact per ta in to the m y t h , or whe the r they 
are s imply his or her o w n crea t ion . M o r e o v e r the terms oppos i t ion 
and t rans format ion are appl ied so loosely that the structures 
uncovered cou ld be uncovered anywhere . Hence there is not any 
w a y of d iscover ing whe the r the corpus in quest ion is or is no t 
generated by s t ructural mechanisms o f the k i n d ou t l i ned . I t m i g h t 
conceivably be the case that they are so s t ruc tured , but there is 
absolutely no w a y of d i scover ing this. Hence, f i n a l l y , there is no 
j u s t i f i c a t i o n whatever for c o n c l u d i n g that the structures uncovered 
can te l l us any th ing about the m i n d . 

T h e conclusion must be that the analysis of m y t h offered by 
Lévi-Strauss is necessarily a r b i t r a r y . Th i s is no t to say that the 
oppositions do not necessarily have some objec t ive existence, bu t 
' the p r o b l e m is to decide be tween them and to determine the 
significance o f any o f t h e m ' . 4 0 Since there i s no w a y in w h i c h Lév i -
Strauss can l eg i t ima te his analysis, the opposit ions he uncovers can 
only come f r o m his o w n m i n d . As W i l d e n notes, ' a l l the " m a t e r i a l 
en t i t i e s " and "ma te r i a l r e l a t i ons" he employs come to the analysis 
already de f ined ' 4 1 and i t i s Lévi -St rauss w h o has def ined them. I f 
meaning is relegated to the unconscious, there is no means of 
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r ecove r ing that meaning. Instead the i n t e rp r e t a t i on derives f r o m 
the ' f l a i r , aesthetic percept ion , a ce r ta in in te l lec tua l f o r m of 
i n t u i t i o n ' o f the analyst: 

'Sometimes a sort of recognizable click is produced in the mind such that we 
suddenly apprehend from w i t h i n something unt i l then apprehended f rom 
w i t h o u t ' . 4 2 

T h e argument that the s t ruc tura l analysis of m y t h , as pract ised 
by Lévi-Strauss, offers an a rb i t r a ry i n t e rp re t a t i on , one imposed by 
the analyst is best i l lus t ra ted by reference to the oppos i t ion w h i c h 
Lévi-Strauss regards as be ing the cons t i tu t ive oppos i t ion of a l l 
' p r i m i t i v e ' thought , that be tween nature and cu l tu re . 

Despi te the fundamental impor tance of the oppos i t ion be tween 
nature and cu l tu re , Lévi-Strauss , w i t h his insistence on the 
unconscious foundat ion of meaning, is unable to establish that this 
oppos i t ion is in fact i m p o r t a n t , or even present, in the thought of 
the people w h o m he is s tudy ing . 

T o t e m i s m supposedly counterposes a na tu ra l series to a social 
series, and yet the totems are by no means necessarily na tu ra l 
enti t ies. Caste is s im i l a r l y analyzed as be ing based on the 
oppos i t ion be tween nature and cul ture , a l though D u m o n t , in a 
s t ruc tu ra l analysis, argues that the conceptual ' oppos i t ion ' w h i c h 
dominates the caste system is that be tween the sacred and the 
p ro fane . 4 3 Laura M a k a r i u s goes so far as to argue that ' the 
antithesis w h i c h separates and opposes society and nature to one 
another i s radica l ly fo r e ign to p r i m i t i v e t h o u g h t ' . 4 4 M a k a r i u s 
examines an analysis o f Georg ian myths by G. Charachidze w h i c h 
is based on the cu l t u r e /na tu re oppos i t ion . She argues v e r y 
c o n v i n c i n g l y that this presentat ion of the oppos i t ion is to d i s to r t 
the indigenous concept ion . In fact she shows that the fundamental 
oppos i t ion is that be tween the respect for p roh ib i t ions , w h i c h is 
the basis of society, and the v i o l a t i o n of those prohib i t ions . 

As Maka r iu s points out , and as we f i n d repeatedly, the supposed 
oppos i t ion be tween nature and cul ture dominates the thought o f 
Lévi-Strauss , more than that of the peoples w h o m he is s tudy ing . 
T h e t ragedy w h i c h confronts Lévi-Strauss is that we have lost 
respect for nature, have cu t ourselves o f f f r o m i t , and are no t 
prepared to l ive under its ru le . The result is that we have come to 
domina te nature and to v io l a t e its rules. I t i s the ' p r i m i t i v e ' w h o 
continues to live in harmony with nature, establishing systems of 



206 The Foundations of Structuralism 

r e c i p r o c i t y i n accord w i t h the dictates o f h u m a n nature, w e a v i n g 
myths under the guidance of the natura l unconscious. The role o f 
the na tu r e / c u l t u r e oppos i t ion in Lévi-Strauss' analysis reveals as 
c lear ly as cou ld any th ing that the meaning w h i c h he imposes on 
myths is no t at a l l located in the impenetrable unconscious of the 
' p r i m i t i v e ' , but rather derives f r o m the phi losophy w h i c h Lévi -
Strauss has developed for himself . 

4 P O S I T I V I S M A N D F O R M A L I S M 

In l o o k i n g a t Lév i -S t r aus s ' s t ruc tura l analysis o f m y t h we have 
reached the same conclus ion that we reached in l o o k i n g at 
Chomsky ' s s t ructural l inguis t ics . In b o t h cases the posi t iv is t 
approach to cu l tu ra l phenomena that seeks to cu t o f f the c u l t u r a l 
object f r o m any subjective apprec ia t ion and to t rea t i t exc lus ive ly 
as an ex te rna l iner t object leads to an analysis that is arbitrary, in 
that there is no means of de t e rmin ing w h e t h e r or not the 
propert ies ident i f ied as proper t ies of the object are in fact such, 
and that is formalist, in that any considerat ion of content that refers 
beyond the fo rma l relat ions in te rna l to the object is excluded not 
on any p r i n c i p l e d theore t ica l grounds, but on the basis of an 
a r b i t r a r y methodo log ica l decision to exclude considerat ion o f 
ex t r ins ic connections. 

T h e discovery that the object can be reduced to a f o r m a l 
s t ructure is already inherent in the me thodo log ica l decision to 
define the object by its s t ruc ture (for C h o m s k y a language is 
any th ing s t ruc tured l ike a language, for Lévi-Strauss a m y t h is 
any th ing s t ruc tured l ike a m y t h ) , w h i l e the i so la t ion of the object 
f r o m any env i ronment w i t h i n w h i c h i t has a mean ing deprives the 
s t ructure uncovered o f any significance. W h i l e Chomsky ' s analysis 
of language has the m e r i t of r i gou r , and so is of some pract ical use, 
Lévi-Strauss ' analysis of m y t h has not even go t such a l i m i t e d 
pretension. 

Lévi-Strauss h imse l f denies the charge of f o r m a l i s m , but he does 
so on ly by reducing the conten t of the m y t h to its f o r m : 

'Reality shifts from content towards form or, more precisely, towards a new way 
of apprehending content w h i c h , w i thou t disregarding or impoverishing i t , 
translates it into structural terms ' . 4 5 

This reduction excludes from consideration what to most 
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people appear to be essential parts of the m y t h . A very obvious 
aspect o f this r educ t ion i s the e l i m i n a t i o n f r o m considerat ion o f 
the na r ra t ive s t ructure o f the m y t h , and so of its t empora l 
d imension. Hence ' s t ruc tu ra l analysis cannot bu t reveal myths as 
t imeless ' . 4 6 

In reduc ing myths by f ia t to the i r f o rma l s t ruc ture , Lévi -S t rauss 
is indeed able to reduce 'mean ing to non -mean ing ' , but in so d o i n g 
he is s imply exc lud ing f r o m considerat ion the meaningful aspects 
of the m y t h . Thus Lévi -St rauss does no t p rov ide an objec t ive 
analysis of meaning, he s imply dissolves al l specific meanings by 
reduc ing al l myths to a fo rma l s t ruc ture , 'an abstract r ep re ­
sentat ion w h i c h obl i terates a l l their specific character is t ics ' . 4 7 In 
abst ract ing f r o m all specific meaning, in r e t r ea t i ng i n t o the depths 
of his f o r m a l unconscious, Lévi-Strauss is r e t r ea t ing in to a w o r l d 
o f silence, a w o r l d o f non-meaning , a w o r l d o f n o n - c o m m u n i c a ­
t i o n , or non - r ec ip roc i ty . Thus he comes to dissolve cul ture back 
in to nature . 

We are n o w back a t our s tar t ing p o i n t , not seeking to 
understand m y t h , but t h r o u g h m y t h to seek an understanding of 
human nature, not seeking to understand this or that human be ing , 
but seeking to understand w h a t I have in c o m m o n w i t h all h u m a n 
beings. Mythologiques represents one m o r e a t t empt to dissolve a l l 
differences, a l l cu l tu re , a l l h i s tory , al l exper ience, in to a f o r m a l 
unconscious s t ructure w h i c h is supposedly the basis of ou r 
h u m a n i t y . Lév i -S t rauss ' a t t empt to reduce the meaning o f m y t h to 
an objec t ive , p r e - c u l t u r a l , unconscious results in the dissolut ion of 
al l meaning . B u t this is the meaning that the m y t h has for Lévi-
Strauss: Mythologiques is an a t tempt to i n t e r p r e t the universe of 
m y t h i n the l i g h t o f Lé v i - S t r aus s ' d i s t inc t ive , and id iosyncra t ic , 
human phi losophy. I t i s to this phi losophy that we must n o w 
t u r n . 
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I X . The Structuralist Human Philosophy 
I N ear l ier chapters I have argued that L é v i - S t r a u s s entered 
an th ropo logy in order to develop a n e w h u m a n phi losophy, and I 
have fur ther argued that it is this phi losophy tha t is expressed in his 
studies of kinship and of m y t h i c a l thought . In these specific studies 
Lévi-Strauss tells us n o t h i n g about k inship or m y t h , about n o n -
l i t e ra te cultures or societies. He tells us about his theory of the 
m i n d and offers an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f systems o f k inship and m y t h in 
the l i g h t o f that theory . 

I t i s n o w t ime to l ook m o r e closely a t the h u m a n phi losophy that 
Lévi-Strauss has developed and that provides the rat ionale fo r a l l 
his w o r k . In do ing so I w a n t to p ick up a theme tha t was i n t roduced 
i n the first t w o chapters, that o f the c o m p l e m e n t a r i t y o f 
s t ruc tu ra l i sm and phenomenology. I shall do this by discussing the 
debate be tween Lévi-Strauss and Sartre that f o l l o w e d the pub l i ca ­
t i o n of Sartre's Critique de la Raison Dialectique. 

Lévi-Strauss' a m b i t i o n is to discover the h u m a n essence as the 
c o m m o n denominator , the universal character is t ic , o f every 
society, and i t is this tha t leads h i m to abstract f r o m all specific 
c u l t u r a l content and to concentrate his analysis on social forms. In 
the theory of kinship the universal is the un iversa l i ty of the social 
r e l a t i on , in the theory o f m y t h i t i s the un ive r sa l i ty o f the p r inc ip l e 
o f oppos i t ion . T h e universa l menta l capaci ty that makes cu l tu re 
and society possible is the ab i l i t y to learn to relate and to t h i n k 
r e l a t iona l ly , the a b i l i t y to make b inary discr iminat ions . Th i s 
a b i l i t y was revealed, for Lévi-Strauss , by the phonology developed 
by R o m a n Jakobson. 

For Lévi-Strauss this universal mental capacity has a natural f oun ­
da t ion . Its emergence is the emergence of cu l tu re , bu t i t emerges 
on the basis of a na tura l change. Hence the r e l a t ion be tween 
nature and cul ture is cen t ra l to Lévi-Strauss ' human phi losophy. 

In his earl ier w o r k Lévi-Strauss regarded cu l tu re and nature as 
quite distinct orders, but such a dualistic view was philosophically 
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untenable. Since he renounces idealism, the on ly solut ion is a 
r educ t i on o f cu l tu re to nature . Hence, in his subsequent w o r k , 
Lévi-Strauss has come to argue that the d i s t i nc t i on be tween the 
t w o orders i s ' o f p r i m a r i l y me thodo log ica l i m p o r t a n c e ' to be seen 
as 'an a r t i f i c i a l c rea t ion of cu l tu re ' . 1 

T h i s mate r ia l i sm is an essential comp lemen t to Lévi-Strauss' 
K a n t i a n i s m , and he h i m s e l f recognizes this: ' o n l y i f they (men ta l 
constraints, s.c.) can be l i nked , even i n d i r e c t l y , to condi t ions 
p r e v a i l i n g i n man's ana tomy and phys io logy , w i l l w e be able to 
ove rcome the threat o f fa l l ing back t o w a r d some k i n d o f 
phi losophical dua l i sm ' . Hence Lévi-Strauss is r i g h t to insist on 
m a i n t a i n i n g his c o n t r a d i c t o r y combina t i on o f philosophies: 'Paul 
Ricouer counts at least three i n t e r w o v e n philosophies at the base 
of my w o r k : a c r i t i c a l philosophy w i t h o u t a transcendental 
subject, a b io log ica l ma te r i a l i sm, and a ma te r i a l i sm of 'praxis' as 
i n t e r m e d i a r y be tween infras t ructure and superstructure. W e l l , I 
assume these cont radic t ions , they don ' t t r oub l e m e ' . 2 

The Elementary Structures already contains the core of Lévi-
Strauss' phi losophy in its gu id ing theme of the t rans i t ion f r o m 
N a t u r e to C u l t u r e . The Elementary Structures revealed ' p r i m i t i v e ' 
societies that had developed ex t r eme ly c o m p l e x social structures 
responding, accord ing to Lévi-Strauss, to a need for r e c i p r o c i t y , 
w h i c h was at one and the same t ime a na tu ra l need and c o n d i t i o n of 
poss ib i l i ty o f society. T h e contrast b e t w e e n the ' p r i m i t i v e ' 
societies and our o w n already stood ou t . European society had 
shown i t se l f unable to l i ve by the rule of the other , had abandoned 
r e c i p r o c i t y , tu rned its back on nature, and must surely be d o o m e d 
to e x t i n c t i o n . These are the themes w h i c h Lévi-Strauss has 
developed in his subsequent works , e i ther pos i t ive ly and d i r e c t l y , 
or negat ive ly by his panegyr ic to the supposedly harmonious 
w o r l d o f the ' p r i m i t i v e ' . 

T h e discovery o f s t ruc tu ra l l inguist ics in the wake o f The 
Elementary Structures was the discovery of a m o r e adequate t h e o r y 
of the unconscious w h i c h cou ld p rov ide the foundat ion fo r a 
t h o r o u g h l y in te l lec tual is t , and so ra t ional is t , human phi losophy. 
T h e discovery also displaced the concept of r e c i p r o c i t y f r o m the 
centre of the stage, r e c i p r o c i t y becoming a consequence of the 
symbol ic character of the social fact. T h e symbol ic is i t s e l f 
unde r l a in by the f o r m a l s t ruc tu r ing capaci ty of the unconscious, 
supposedly revealed by s t ruc tura l l inguis t ics . 
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Thi s pure ly f o r m a l unconscious is universa l and a tempora l , 
p r i o r to subjective exper ience and to the t e m p o r a l m o d a l i t y of that 
exper ience. T h e concept of the unconscious provides the f o u n d ­
a t i on b o t h for the analysis o f symbol ic thought , c u l m i n a t i n g in 
Mythologiques, and for the human phi losophy, l a rge ly developed in 
t w o w o r k s devoted respect ively to Mauss ( I M , 1950) and to 
Rousseau (JJR, 1962), and i m p l i c i t in Tristes Tropiques w h i c h offers 
its most persuasive expression. 

T h e universa l i ty of the unconscious dictates that i t be the 
s t a r t ing poin t , and the p r o v i n g g round o f sociological explana t ion . 
As founda t ion of the symbol i c capacity i t underpins the symbol ic 
r e l a t i o n be tween self and other, p r o v i d i n g a c o m m o n g r o u n d on 
w h i c h b o t h can meet, and so the possibi l i ty of society. F ina l ly , as 
the universal and na tu ra l characterist ic w h i c h defines our 
h u m a n i t y , the fo rma l unconscious provides the u l t ima te meaning 
of h u m a n existence, and the means to c r i t i c i ze society in the name 
o f ou r inherent h u m a n i t y . 

1 L É V I - S T R A U S S ' H U M A N P H I L O S O P H Y 

In his I n t r o d u c t i o n to Mauss ' Sociologie et Anthropologie, Lévi-
Strauss argues that the unconscious provides the poin t of contact 
b e t w e e n the social and the psychic. T h e a rgument is the basis of a 
theory w h i c h Lévi-Strauss w o u l d insist is intellectualist w i t h o u t 
f a l l i n g i n t o the errors of psychologism. 

T h e social cannot be reduced to a ma t t e r of i n d i v i d u a l 
psychology. The i n d i v i d u a l does not exist outside society, for the 
de f in ing characterist ic of humani ty is its symbol ic capacity, and 
the symbol ic system is always co l lec t ive . It is on ly t h r o u g h 
membersh ip of a society that i nd iv idua l behaviour can be 
symbol ic , and so human . T h e conclusion can on ly be that b o t h 
socio logism and psychologism must be rejected, the social and 
psychologica l being inseparable: 

'the t w o orders are not in a relat ion of cause and effect to one another . . . but the 
psychological formulation is only a translation, at the level of the individual 
psyche, of a properly sociological structure' . 3 

It is the unconscious w h i c h serves to tie together the i n d i v i d u a l 
and the social, for i t is the unconscious w h i c h has b o t h the 
o b j e c t i v i t y of the social and the subjec t iv i ty of the psychological . 
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T h e social is thus an objective psychic, and so unconscious, p h e n o m ­
enon. T h e unconscious is the 'med ia t ing t e r m be tween the se l f and 
the o t h e r ' . 4 

Thi s theory of the r e l a t ion be tween the psychic and the social 
has considerable interest in itself. On the basis of this theory Lévi-
Strauss formulates a t heo ry of shamanism and neurosis. 5 Lévi-
Strauss' a im is to show that abnormal behaviour is dependent on 
the symbol ism of society, and not on an i n d i v i d u a l symbol i sm. 
Hence even the most apparently id iosyncra t i c psychologica l 
a c t i v i t y has a social o r i g i n . This provides a l i n k be tween the 
i n d i v i d u a l m y t h o f the neuro t i c and the socia l ly produced m y t h o f 
the shaman. 

T h e analogy be tween shamanism and neurosis has of ten been 
noted . H o w e v e r shamanism i s clearly no t s imply ident i f iable w i t h 
neurosis, i f on ly because the shaman is in tegra ted in to the social 
consensus, w h i l e the neuro t i c is excluded f r o m i t . M o r e o v e r the 
' symptoms ' of the shaman do not co inc ide w i t h the classic 
symptoms of neurosis. 

Lévi-Strauss does no t w a n t to argue that shamanism represents 
s imply a par t icu lar w a y of in tegra t ing the neurot ic in to society, 
bu t ra ther that shamanism and neurosis are equally amenable to 
sociological exp lana t ion as the products of a d is junct ion be tween 
the symbol ic systems t h r o w n up by society. Hence shamanism does 
no t represent the social in teg ra t ion of an i nd iv idua l pa tho log ica l 
c o n d i t i o n , but rather neurosis represents a denial of the social 
character o f the pa tho logy in question. 

T h e theory of neurosis/shamanism is no t c lear ly spelt out . In the 
f i rs t vers ion i t is argued that no rma l and pa thologica l thought are 
complementa ry in that n o r m a l thought ' con t inua l ly seeks the 
mean ing of things w h i c h refuse to reveal the i r significance' , w h i l e 
pa thologica l thought ' ove r f lows w i t h e m o t i o n a l in terpre ta t ions 
and overtones, in o rder to supplement an otherwise def ic ient 
r e a l i t y ' . N o r m a l thought therefore suffers f r o m a ' de f i c i t o f 
mean ing ' , w h i l e pa tho log ica l thought disposes of a 'p le thora of 
meaning ' . In this vers ion , therefore, n o r m a l and pa tho log ica l 
t hough t are t w o contrasted kinds o f though t . 

W h e n we t u r n to the Introduction to Mauss we f ind that the t heo ry 
has changed. T h e theory of the surplus of meaning has become 
d i r e c t l y a theory of m y t h . Shamanism is n o w rather d i f ferent , for 
the theory is now explaining pathological thought, and not the 
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i n s t i t u t i o n of shamanism, socio logica l ly . T h e argument is, basi­
ca l ly , that every society comprises a number of symbol ic systems 
w h i c h , because o f d i f f e ren t i a l development , are ' i ncommensur ­
able ' . Hence no society can actual ly in tegra te these systems 
sat isfactor i ly . 

T h e no rma l person part icipates nevertheless in society, a t w h i c h 
l eve l the i l lus ion, at least, of coherence is of fered (hence it is the 
n o r m a l person w h o , by submi t t i ng to society, is al ienated). 
Pa tho logy f o l l o w e d f r o m the refusal to submit to society in this 
respect, the neurot ic is therefore ac t ing out the incommensur ­
a b i l i t y of the various symbol i c systems on an ind iv idua l l eve l . 
Hence even the ' m e n t a l l y i l l ' are t h o r o u g h l y imp l i ca t ed in the 
co l l ec t ive symbol ism. In fact they p lay an in t eg ra t ing ro le by 
ac t ing out the inconsistencies of the system. 

T h e theory o f shamanism i s l i nked to the theories o f m y t h and o f 
mag ic because the role of the shaman is to create systems of 
mean ing w h i c h are va r ious ly m y t h i c a l o r magica l systems. T h e 
u n k n o w n is then b r o u g h t in to these systems, and so made 
meaningfu l , i f not bet ter k n o w n . M a g i c a l t h i n k i n g provides ' a n e w 
system o f reference, w i t h i n w h i c h the thus-far c o n t r a d i c t o r y 
elements can be in tegra ted ' : 

"We must see magical behaviour as the response to a situation which is revealed to 
the mind through emotional manifestations, but whose essence is intellectual. For 
only the history of the symbolic function can al low us to understand the 
intellectual condition of man, in which the universe is never charged w i t h 
sufficient meaning and in w h i c h the mind always has more meanings available 
than there are objects to w h i c h to relate them' . 6 

Thi s theory of the i n d i v i d u a l psyche, a l though not developed by 
Lévi -St rauss , i s e x t r e m e l y impor t an t in the development of 
s t ruc tura l i sm, for i t is this theory that inspi red the psychoanalyst 
Jacques Lacan to develop a s t ructural is t r e in t e rp re t a t ion of Freud 
a long precisely the lines indica ted by Lévi-Strauss. 

I have already noted Lacan's a t tempt to use Lévi-Strauss' t heo ry 
of k insh ip to j u s t i f y his i den t i f i ca t ion of the Oedipus c o m p l e x as 
the po in t at w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l is i n t roduced in to his cu l tu re 
w h e n I l ooked a t Ju l ie t M i t c h e l l ' s w o r k . H o w e v e r Lacan's debt to 
Lévi-Strauss is more fundamental even than this , for the Oedipus 
c o m p l e x is not s imply the psychological expression of the 
principle of reciprocity, it is the expression of the binary 
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s t r u c t u r i n g capacity tha t underlies the i n t e g r a t i o n of the i n d i v i d u a l 
i n t o the symbolic orders that make up society. 

For Lacan, f o l l o w i n g Lévi-Strauss, the i nd iv idua l psyche is 
created in the process of social izat ion in w h i c h the i n d i v i d u a l i s 
assimilated in to these symbol ic orders, w h i l e at the same t i m e 
be ing ind iv idua ted w i t h i n them. T h e i n d i v i d u a l psyche i s the re ­
fore the meet ing p o i n t o f the empty unconscious s t r u c t u r i n g 
capaci ty and the symbol ic orders of society. Thus subjec t iv i ty is an 
i l l u s ion , a l though it is a necessary i l l u s ion . I t is s imply a w a y of 
l i v i n g ou t a par t icu lar mode o f i n t eg ra t i on (o r ma l in t eg ra t ion ) i n t o 
the symbol ic orders o f society. 

Lacan's psychoanalyt ic theory is no t s imply a development of 
L é v i - S t r a u s s ' theory . A l t h o u g h in te rpre ta t ions o f Lacan d i f f e r 
enormously , his fundamental o r i en t a t i on is ve ry d i f ferent f r o m 
Lévi-Strauss ' ra t iona l i s t ic posi t iv ism. Lacan takes up Lévi-Strauss ' 
s t ruc tura l i sm and combines i t w i t h an id iosyncra t ic reading o f 
Freud, w i t h i n the o v e r a l l f r a m e w o r k o f a He idegger ian p h e n o m -
enologica l phi losophy o f language. 

Lacan's s t ruc tura l i sm differs f r o m that o f L é v i - S t r a u s s i n t w o 
i m p o r t a n t respects. F i r s t l y , whereas Lévi-Strauss has w h a t is 
u l t i m a t e l y a b io log ica l reduct ionis t t heory of the psyche for w h i c h 
in te l l ec tua l structures are homologous expressions of the b i o l o g i c a l 
foundations of the unconscious, Lacan has a theory w h i c h tends 
m u c h more towards c u l t u r a l idealism, and in this sense is closer to 
D u r k h e i m than to Lévi-Strauss in seeing the psyche as the p r o d u c t 
of a series of systems of co l lec t ive representations. This c u l t u r a l 
ideal ism is even m o r e pronounced in the comparable approach of 
Foucaul t . 

Secondly, whereas Lévi-Strauss insists that the unconscious is 
pu re ly fo rmal and rejects w h a t he sees as Freudian i r r a t i o n a l i s m , 
Lacan retains the classic Freudian concep t ion of the unconscious. 
For this reason Lévi-Strauss is emphat ic in dissociating h i m s e l f 
f r o m Lacan's s t ruc tura l i sm: 

"We don' t feel at all indulgent towards that sleight-of-hand wh ich switches the 
left hand w i t h the r ight , to give back to the worst philosophy beneath the table 
what it claims to have taken f rom it above; which , simply replacing the self by the 
other and slipping a metaphysic of desire beneath the logic of the concept, pulls 
the foundation from under the latter. Because, in replacing the self on the one 
hand w i t h an anonymous other, and on the other w i t h an individualized desire 
(even if it designates nothing), there is no way in which one can hide the fact that 
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one need only stick them together again and tu rn the whole thing round to 
rediscover on the other side that self whose abol i t ion one has proclaimed w i t h 
such a fuss'.7 

Lévi-Strauss insists tha t his human phi losophy is t rue to the 
classic principles of humani sm in seeking the na tura l and universa l 
founda t ion o f our c o m m o n human i ty beneath the superf ic ial 
differences that separate us f r o m one another. It is the s t ruc tura l 
unconscious that is the guardian of our h u m a n i t y . It is on the basis 
of the unconscious that the self and the other , the observer and the 
observed, are in tegra ted w i t h one another. 

T h e meaning of h u m a n existence is s imply our i n t eg ra t i on i n t o a 
system that rests on a c o m m o n unconscious foundat ion , the 
conten t of this system be ing pure ly con t ingen t , superf icial and, 
u l t i m a t e l y , meaningless. T h e c o m m o n meaning o f a l l human 
existence is g iven by the c o m m o n character of al l symbol ic 
systems, the s t ructure that underlies them. I t is our c o m m o n 
unconscious that gives us access to the experience of the other , 
even i f that other is in a society remote f r o m our o w n , and so 
makes i t possible for us to put ourselves in the place of the o ther , 
and to understand the o ther as another self. 

At the same t ime this provides the anthropologis t w i t h the 
means o f va l ida t ing his o r her constructions by t r y i n g them on h i m 
or herself. I t i s this experience that provides the u l t ima te p r o o f of 
my cons t ruc t ion by p r o v i n g that i t i s genuinely human . 8 Thus i f we 
ask for p r o o f we are in the end referred back to an i n t u i t i o n , to a 
p r i v i l e g e d experience w h i c h is 'less a proof , perhaps, than a 
guarantee ' : 

' A l l we need—and for this inner understanding suffices—is that the synthesis, 
however approximate, arises from human experience'. 9 

In the last analysis w h a t counts is tha t a cons t ruc t ion is human, 
and not that it is true. Hence Mythologiques opens w i t h a disclaimer: 

' i t is in the last resort immater ial whether in this book the thought processes of the 
South American Indians take shape through the medium of my thought, or 
whether mine take place through the medium of theirs ' . 1 0 

Lévi-Strauss develops his theory of the self t h rough an i n t e r ­
pretation of Rousseau. Lévi-Strauss' thought is dominated by the 
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an thropologica l concerns of the En l i gh t enmen t , as he seeks to 
discover human nature beneath the d ive r s i t y of human cul tures , 
w i t h o u t dissolving that d ivers i ty in to the evo lu t iona ry c o n t i n u u m 
of progress. He seeks to show, above a l l , that human i ty is one, that 
r ecogn i t i on of the h u m a n i t y of the o ther i s the cond i t i on fo r the 
rea l iza t ion o f one's o w n humani ty , tha t beneath the d ive r s i t y o f 
races and cultures we share a universa l essense on the basis of 
w h i c h we can relate to one another. 

Th i s universal basis is ra t ional , it is Reason itself, no t to be 
i den t i f i ed w i t h the conscious representat ion o f reason of fe red by 
any one society. It is scarcely surpr is ing that it is to Rousseau that 
Lévi-Strauss turns, a l though his i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Rousseau is, to 
say the least, id iosyncra t i c . 

For b o t h Rousseau and Lévi-Strauss the self is to be unders tood 
by the compara t ive study of human differences. H o w e v e r , to 
understand the se l f we must go beyond the self in o rde r to 
understand the self as d i f fe ren t f r o m the o ther . For Rousseau the 
facu l ty w h i c h makes this possible is compassion, pitie, in w h i c h the 
o ther is recognized as another self t h r o u g h the acknowledgement 
of his or her capaci ty for feeling and suffer ing. At the same t i m e , 
argues Lévi-Strauss , compassion provides for the t rans i t ion f r o m 
a n i m a l i t y to h u m a n i t y , f r o m nature to cu l tu re , for i t i s 

'the only psychic state of wh ich the content is indissociably both affective and 
intellectual, and w h i c h the act of consciousness suffices to transfer f rom one level 
to the other ' . 1 1 

For Lévi-Strauss, the passage f r o m na ture to cu l tu re is m a r k e d 
by the t rans i t ion f r o m the affective to the in te l lec tua l . A f f e c t i v e 
i den t i f i ca t ion w i t h the o ther makes possible an in t e l l ec tua l 
d i f f e ren t i a t ion f r o m the other . 

Th i s leads to a concep t ion of the se l f r ad ica l ly d i f ferent f r o m 
that o f the Cartesian phi losophical t r a d i t i o n i n w h i c h L é v i - S t r a u s s 
was b rought up. T h e n o t i o n of personal i d e n t i t y i s acquired o n l y 
by inference and is always m a r k e d by amb igu i t y , since my 
i n t i m a t e experience o n l y provides an other, an other w h i c h seems to 
be thought in me and makes me doubt w h e t h e r i t is I w h o th inks . 
Hence the self can o n l y be understood in r e l a t i on to the o ther , and 
is no more than the sum of a l l these r e l a t ions . 1 2 The human be ing is 
incessantly strung between identification with all humans and its 



218 The Foundations of Structuralism 

o w n specif ic i ty , but w i t h o u t the d i s con t inu i ty w h i c h a C o g i t o 
supposes. 

O n l y a consciousness founded on this p r i m i t i v e iden t i f i ca t ion , 
maintains Lévi-Strauss, can act and dis t inguish i t se l f as it d i s t i n ­
guishes others w i t h o u t b reak ing the iden t i f i ca t ion . T h e founda t ion 
o f this philosophy 

'rests in a conception of man which puts the other before the self, and in a 
conception of humanity w h i c h puts life before men ' . 1 3 

In s tudying distant or d i f ferent societies one is not l eav ing one's 
o w n society behind. I t i s on ly by unders tanding the other that one 
can understand one's o w n society by dis tancing oneself f r o m i t and 
seeing it as other . Th i s is the theme of Tristes Tropiques. We study 
differences in order to uncover s imi lar i t ies , to discover the na tu ra l 
basis o f society w h i c h w e must respect i f w e are t o r e f o r m our o w n 
society w i t h o u t o f f end ing against the dictates o f our human 
nature . T h e artist and the sociologist b o t h con t r ibu te to this 
d iscovery ' fo r the major manifestations of social l i fe have 
someth ing i n c o m m o n w i t h w o r k s o f ar t : namely that they come 
i n t o being on the l eve l of the unconscious—because they are 
co l l ec t ive , and although w o r k s of art are i n d i v i d u a l ' . 1 4 

Lévi-Strauss' human philosophy leads h i m to counterpose a 
universa l humanism to the par t icu lar i s t ic humanism character is t ic 
of our society, and so leads h i m to the c r i t i que of our society in 
terms of the universal values embodied in nature and expressed 
t h r o u g h the unconscious. 

In Race and History (1952) Lévi-Strauss f i rs t developed the 
re la t iv i s t i c impl ica t ions of his phi losophy, condemning the ' e thno­
cen t r i c a t t i t ude ' w h i c h seeks to reduce the d ivers i ty of cul tures . In 
pa r t i cu la r he appeals fo r caut ion in the appl ica t ion of the concept 
o f ' p r o g r e s s ' to cultures o ther than our o w n . T h e true value of any 
cu l t u r e does no t l ie in its c o n t r i b u t i o n to an e v o l u t i o n a r y 
progression, ra ther ' the t rue c o n t r i b u t i o n of a cu l ture consists. . . 
in its difference f r o m others ' , and our o b l i g a t i o n is to resist the 
r educ t i on o f this d i v e r s i t y . 1 5 

In Race and History Lévi-Strauss l inks the re la t iv is t plea for 
tolerance towards o ther cultures to the self-interest o f our o w n 
cu l tu r e . In Tristes Tropiques the theme is developed, w h i l e be ing 
turned into a critical weapon with which Lévi-Strauss attacks his 
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o w n society. T h e va lue o f d ivers i ty n o w lies not so m u c h in its 
c o n t r i b u t i o n to the progressive development of h u m a n k i n d as in 
the knowledge of humans i t makes possible, a knowledge w h i c h 
alone makes i t possible for us to measure ou r o w n society against 
the demands imposed by human nature . 

Tristes Tropiques remains an op t imi s t i c w o r k , the k n o w l e d g e of 
the na tura l human be ing acquired by an th ropo logy being appl ied 
t o the r e fo rm o f our o w n society. A t the same t ime , w h i l e L é v i -
Strauss retains his re la t iv i s t stance, it is clear w h e r e his sympathies 
l i e . I t is not our society w h i c h offers the closest a p p r o x i m a t i o n to a 
society w h i c h accords w i t h the dictates o f human nature , but 
ra ther is that of the neo l i th ic age w h i c h , as Rousseau put i t , is 
' h a l fway between the indolence of p r i m i t i v e man and the feverish 
a c t i v i t y o f our self-esteem'. 1 6 I t i s in the ' p r i m i t i v e ' societies o f 
B r a z i l that Lév i -S t r aus s f i nds the p r i n c i p l e o f r ec ip roc i t y e x ­
pressed, and it is in the thought of these peoples that the w o r l d is 
harmonious and ordered , cul ture a t one w i t h nature. These v i c t i m s 
of progress express, w i t h i n the confines of the i r small societies, the 
secret o f humani ty w h i c h our o w n society denies. 

Since 1960 Lévi-Strauss has pushed his c r i t ique of his o w n 
society to its l i m i t s , deve lop ing the contrast be tween our society 
and that of the ' p r i m i t i v e ' in to an antithesis. T h e fal l is i den t i f i ed 
w i t h the i n t r o d u c t i o n o f w r i t i n g w h i c h underpins human e x p l o i ­
t a t i o n of one another and so, by i n t e r n a l i z i n g inequal i ty , gives rise 
to a cumula t ive h i s to ry . U l t i m a t e l y i t is the expansion of 
popu la t ion w h i c h , by upset t ing the balance be tween h u m a n i t y and 
nature , gives rise to ever- increasing e x p l o i t a t i o n of humans and of 
nature . W e s t e r n humani sm is the ideo log ica l expression appro­
pr ia te to this society based on the separat ion of human i ty f r o m 
nature , and so of humans f r o m one another , and on the e x p l o i t a ­
t i o n of the one by the o the r . 1 7 

O u r society is, therefore, the v e r y antithesis of those values 
w h i c h are embodied in the ' p r i m i t i v e ' society, those values w h i c h 
are imposed on the la t t e r by the unconscious. O u r society denies 
those values, e x p l o i t a t i o n replacing r e c i p r o c i t y in social l i f e , w i t h 
social relations becoming increasingly inau then t ic as they become 
increasingly impersonal . O u r society is based on ' the to ta l p o w e r 
of man over nature and . . . the p o w e r of cer ta in forms of 
h u m a n i t y over others ' . O u r humanism is the converse of that 
which myth shows to us, a 'well-ordered humanism' which 'does 



220 The Foundations of Structuralism 

no t begin w i t h itself, bu t puts things back in the i r place. I t puts the 
w o r l d before l i f e , l i fe before man, and the respect of others before 
l ove o f s e l f . 1 8 

An authentic humanism must be based on a re jec t ion of the 
v a l i d i t y o f i nd iv idua l experience and o f the manner i n w h i c h the 
i n d i v i d u a l experiences the t e m p o r a l i t y of his or her existence, in 
favour of a search for the u l t ima te meaning of human existence in 
a universa l , object ive , and a temporal unconscious. O n l y thus w i l l a 
human i sm w h i c h on ly validates the self a t the expense of the o ther 
be a t r u l y universal humanism, a humani sm w h i c h 

'proclaims that nothing human should be foreign to man and so founds a 
democratic humanism w h i c h is opposed to those w h i c h have preceeded i t : created 
for the privileged, on the basis of privileged c ivi l iza t ions ' . 1 9 

T h e basis of this humanism is a r e c o g n i t i o n of the na tu ra l 
founda t ion o f h u m a n i t y . I t therefore rests more fundamenta l ly on 
a respect for nature as the presupposit ion of a respect fo r the 
na tu ra l ties among m e n and w o m e n . 2 0 

In Race and History an th ropo logy was assigned a r e f o r m i n g ro le . 
In Tristes Tropiques there was s t i l l a poss ibi l i ty of salvat ion. M o r e 
recen t ly , however , Lévi-Strauss has concluded that our society has 
become so large and c o m p l e x that i t is no longer th inkable . E v e n i f 
we cou ld understand i t , we cou ld s t i l l no t change i t . I t is, 
therefore , too late fo r human i ty to be saved. A l l that the 
an thropologis t can do is to observe and condemn. T h e on ly t h i n g 
we can do is to study the ' p r i m i t i v e ' to uncover those ' " v a l u e s " 
w h i c h have tended to be neglected and w h i c h are p robab ly 
condemned ' . 2 1 

T h e philosopher's task is not to eulogize the human, i t is to 
'd issolve ' i t , to destroy its pretensions, to restore it to nature as an 
objec t among objects: 

For, if it is true that nature expelled man, and that society persists in oppressing 
h im, man can at least invert the poles of the dilemma to his advantage, and seek the 
society of nature there to meditate on the nature of society'.22 

2 S A R T R E ' S I N C O R P O R A T I O N O F 

S T R U C T U R E S I N T H E D I A L E C T I C 

As Lévi-Strauss has developed his human philosophy he has 
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sharpened his antagonism to that l i b e r a l humanism of w h i c h 
exis tent ia l i sm is a p r i m e example . He has therefore reacted v e r y 
sharply to Sartre's a t t empt to incorpora te the findings of The 
Elementary Structures of Kinship i n to Sartre's o w n w o r k . Th i s is the 
basis of the 'debate ' be tween the t w o . 

Sartre's discussion of The Elementary Structures in the Critique 
takes up an a rgument f irst developed by L e f o r t . 2 3 L e f o r t re jected 
Lévi-Strauss ' a t t empt to seek an unconscious founda t ion for 
exchange and to reduce exchange to a f o r m a l s t ructure on the 
grounds that such an a t tempt dissolves and denies the experience 
of exchange w h i c h , for Le fo r t , i s the o n l y possible source of the 
mean ing of exchange. For Lefor t exchange is the exper ience of a 
t o t a l i z i n g praxis. I t is no t a fo rma l mechanism for the r e so lu t ion of 
unconscious opposi t ions, but rather an expression of the m u t u a l 
r ecogn i t i on o f men . 

Th is c r i t ique focusses on Lévi -St rauss ' i n a b i l i t y to exp l a in , or to 
account for, exper ience and his tory . H o w e v e r , Lefor t ' s account 
has its o w n weakness, for in assimilat ing h i s to ry to experience, and 
m a k i n g his tory the p roduc t o f the conscious praxis o f ind iv idua l s , 
L e f o r t i s unable to exp la in the systematic in te r re la t ions of 
contemporaneous events, the s t ructure . 

One of the major aims of Sartre's Critique of Dialectical Reason is to 
overcome this weakness, to p rov ide some means of e x p l a i n i n g 
s t ruc ture as the p roduc t of praxis, and it is in re la t ion to Lévi-
Strauss' w o r k that Sartre raises the quest ion. Sartre is w e l l aware 
of the threat posed to his philosophy by Lévi-Strauss ' s t ruc tu ra l i sm. 

Sartre tries to show, w i t h reference i n i t i a l l y to The Elementary 
Structures, that the poss ibi l i ty of such a theory is s t r i c t l y c i r c u m ­
scribed, that s t ruc ture is necessarily subordinate to praxis. 

W h i l e Lévi-Strauss denies that experience and h i s to ry have any 
p r iv i l ege , for Sartre the meaning of h u m a n existence is founded 
precisely in the h i s t o r i c i t y of the i n d i v i d u a l conscious exper ience. 
For Sartre the mean ing of existence is g i v e n by the project that gives 
that existence d i r e c t i o n . H u m a n a c t i v i t y has meaning because i t 
plays a part in a t e leo log ica l h is tor ica l process of w h i c h he or she is 
the subject. 

T h e act ion is inserted in a system, bu t that system is one w h i c h 
unfolds d iachronica l ly , no t one w h i c h exists synchronica l ly . I t is a 
system w h i c h is continuous, in w h i c h the parts are re la ted 
dialectically, and not one which is discontinuous and in which the 
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parts are related by analyt ica l relat ions of opposi t ion. Hence 
Sartre i s preoccupied w i t h the p r o b l e m of the meaning o f h i s to ry , 
o f the meaning of his o r her personal h i s to ry for the i n d i v i d u a l , and 
the meaning o f the i r co l lec t ive h is tory fo r i nd iv idua l members o f 
the group. T h e present for Sartre can on ly be unders tood as a 
m o m e n t in a cont inuous , but d ia lec t ica l , h i s tor ica l deve lopment . 

Hence Sartre tr ies to show, in the Critique, that the s t ruc ture is in 
fact the product o f ' o r g a n i z e d praxis'. T h e s t ructure on ly appears 
as ine r t and cons t ra in ing to the outside observer, the d e m o n ­
s t r a t ion of the necessity of the s t ruc ture by this observer is ' no 
more than a med i a t i on ' . 

T h e structure is, in fact , the free c rea t ion of the praxis of the 
i n d i v i d u a l members of the group, w h o pledge themselves to the 
g roup and so accept the s t ructure as the means by w h i c h the g roup 
w i l l achieve its co l l ec t ive aims. The re la t ionship o f the i n d i v i d u a l 
to the group, and to its s t ructure, is therefore a r ec ip roca l 
re la t ionship in w h i c h each ind iv idua l agrees to play his or her par t 
in a c o m m o n enterprise, the a t t empt to combat scarci ty. T h e 
submission of the i n d i v i d u a l to the s t ructure is, therefore, a free 
act, and so is a ' f ree ly accepted c o n d i t i o n ' . 

T h e structure is perpetuated on ly insofar as each i n d i v i d u a l 
praxis continues to seek to preserve the ex i s t ing re l a t ion of the 
i n d i v i d u a l to the s t ruc ture , and changes insofar as indiv iduals seek 
to change that r e l a t ion . H o w e v e r , because individuals pledge 
themselves to the g roup as a means to an end w h i c h they share w i t h 
the i r f e l l ow members , they treat the g roup as a 'quasi-object', but 
' the g roup as a t o t a l i t y or an object ive rea l i ty does no t ex i s t ' as 
a n y t h i n g other than its t rea tment as such by the indiv iduals w h o 
par t ic ipa te in i t . I t is in this sense that Sartre calls the structures the 
'necessity o f f r e e d o m ' . 2 4 

For Sartre, then, the s tructure is ' o n l y imposed on us to the 
ex t en t that i t is made by others. To understand h o w it is made, i t is 
therefore necessary to re in t roduce praxis, as the t o t a l i z i n g process. 
S t ruc tu ra l analysis must give w a y to a d ia lec t ica l unders tanding ' . 

For Sartre s t ructure o n l y comes to have meaning w h e n i t is 
in tegra ted in to the t o t a l i z i n g a c t i v i t y of a transcendent subject: 
' T h e essence is no t w h a t one makes of man , bu t w h a t he makes of 
w h a t one has made of h i m ' . The analyt ic reason w h i c h uncovers 
the object ive s t ructure is a const i tu ted reason w h i c h can o n l y be 
validated ultimately by reference to the constitutive reason of the 
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t o t a l i z i n g subject: ' D i a l e c t i c a l reason is i t s e l f the i n t e l l i g i b i l i t y of 
pos i t iv is t Reason ' . 2 5 

For Sartre the h u m a n essence is the p o w e r of transcendence, the 
a b i l i t y to say no, and so to make oneself ou t of the mater ia ls at 
one's disposal. Th i s i s no t s imply the t r u t h of the human in one 
pa r t i cu la r society, i t i s the universal t r u t h of human i ty : ' E v e n the 
most archaic, the most i m m o b i l e societies . . . have a h i s t o r y ' . 2 6 

T h e w a y in w h i c h people experience this transcendence differs in 
t i m e and space. In a stagnant society h u m a n praxis takes the f o r m of 
a r epe t i t ion . T h e fact that in such a society h is tory takes the f o r m 
of repe t i t ion does no t mean that the society is w i t h o u t h i s to ry . 

3 L É V I - S T R A U S S ' S U B O R D I N A T I O N O F 

T H E D I A L E C T I C T O S T R U C T U R E 

Sartre does no t contest Lévi-Strauss' analysis of k inship in The 
Elementary Structures, and indeed picks up several themes of the 
l a t t e r w o r k (e.g. scarci ty, r e c i p r o c i t y ) . H i s concern i s on ly w i t h 
the significance o f the structures w h i c h Lév i -S t rauss claims to 
have uncovered. 

W h e r e Lévi-Strauss assimilates the structures to the o b j e c t i v i t y 
of an iner t unconscious, Sartre seeks to grasp them as the residue of 
the conscious praxis of individuals . I t i s the meaning of human 
ac t ion , and above a l l the status of experience, w h i c h is in quest ion. 

Lévi-Strauss denies that the human is transcendent. I f the human 
is not transcendent, argues Lévi-Strauss, then h is tory cannot be 
d ia lec t ica l , in Sartre's sense, for we cannot create, we can on ly 
reorganize w h a t is g iven to us. 

T h e subject of h i s to ry is not a self-conscious h is tor ica l subject, 
bu t is the a tempora l s t ruc tura l unconscious. H i s t o r y i t s e l f is s imply 
the unfo ld ing t h r o u g h t ime of systems imposed by the s t ruc ture of 
the unconscious. H i s t o r y is s imply a t rans format ion , the result of 
ex t e rna l and con t ingen t forces. H i s t o r y has no mean ing and 
progress is an i l l u s ion . 

H i s t o r i c a l consciousness is s imply a m y t h l ike any o ther by 
w h i c h societies such as ours choose to ra t ional ize the i r existence. 
Some societies conceptualize t ime discont inuously, using events in 
an ahistorical , timeless w a y , cont ras t ing t hem w i t h the present. In 
this k i n d o f m y t h we f i n d t w o jux t aposed series, the o r i g i n a l series 
being some kind of transformation of the contemporaneous series, 
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the re la t ion be tween the t w o be ing e x p l i c i t l y conceptual ized as 
discontinuous, a t rans format ion . T h e ' p r i m i t i v e ' , or ' c o l d ' , society 
a t tempts to annul h i s to ry , i t attempts to preserve the s t ruc ture in 
the face of threats posed to that s t ruc ture by events by a d m i t t i n g 
the la t ter 'as a f o r m w i t h o u t a content ' . In such societies the past is 
in tegra ted in to the present ei ther as a r e f l ec t ion ( w h i c h may be an 
invers ion) or as a r e p e t i t i o n ( i n the f o r m of p e r i o d i c i t y ) . 2 7 

In societies such as ours events are no t jux taposed in this w a y , 
bu t are arranged in a succession, charac ter ized by c o n t i n u i t y . The 
present is ra t iona l ized as a development ou t of the past, ra ther than 
as a t rans format ion or r epe t i t i on of the la t ter . H o w e v e r , these 
h i s to r ica l myths are no d i f ferent in f o r m f r o m the ' p r i m i t i v e ' k i n d , 
they s t i l l make use of a code, s t i l l i n t roduce d i scon t inu i ty i n t o the 
o rde r of events, s t i l l select some events w h i c h are endowed w i t h 
h i s to r i ca l ( m y t h i c a l ) significance and ignore others. Th i s h i s to r ica l 
consciousness, w h i c h Sartre pr ivi leges , is de r iva t ive in r e l a t i on to 
h i s to ry itself, w h i c h is genuinely cont inuous and i n f i n i t e , and 
hence beyond our understanding. I t is, therefore, ve ry i m p o r t a n t 
no t to confuse the m y t h o f his tor ical consciousness w i t h the rea l i ty 
o f h is tor ica l deve lopment in i m a g i n i n g that the fo rmer can give 
access to the la t ter . 

As soon as we stand back f r o m the m y t h of h i s to r ica l 
consciousness, argues Lévi-Strauss, its m y t h i c a l character becomes 
clear. T h e code on w h i c h i t is based is no t pre-ordained, na tu ra l in 
some w a y , i t i s a r b i t r a r y . T h e c r i t e r i a by w h i c h we select events 
f r o m the past to endow the present w i t h significance, and to inf la te 
our o w n impor tance as agents of the deve lopment of past t h r o u g h 
present to future , are cu l t u r a l l y defined and consti tute the code of 
the m y t h o f h i s to ry . D i f f e r e n t social groups may experience 
' h i s t o r y ' accord ing to di f ferent codes. For example , the mean ing 
of the French R e v o l u t i o n is qui te d i f fe ren t for the Left and for the 
R i g h t . 

For Lévi-Strauss Sartre's phi losophy is s imply an expression of 
the par t icu la r w a y in w h i c h t e m p o r a l i t y i s exper ienced in his o w n 
society. Hence, for Lévi-Strauss , i t i s no t d ia lec t ica l reason w h i c h 
accounts for ana ly t ic reason, bu t ra ther analyt ic reason w h i c h 
accounts for d ia lec t ica l . Sartre takes the conscious r a t i ona l i za t i on 
o f his o w n cul ture fo r the u l t ima te mean ing o f h u m a n i t y . Sartre 
can teach us about his o w n cul ture , whose 'd ia lec t ica l m o v e m e n t ' 
he grasps 'with incomparable artistry',28 but by confining himself 
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to the conscious expressions o f social l i f e he denies h i m s e l f access 
to the universa l i ty of the unconscious w h i c h underlies i t . Sartre is, 
therefore , an h i s to r i an and not an anthropologis t , for 

'H is tory organizes its data in relation to the conscious expressions of social l ife, 
wh i l e anthropology proceeds by examining its unconscious foundat ion ' . 2 9 

H i s t o r y is concerned w i t h process, w h i c h is the m o d a l i t y under 
w h i c h the u n f o l d i n g of the s t ruc tura l i s experienced: 

'Structures only appear to the observer from outside. . . . Inversely the outsider 
can never grasp the processes, which are not analytic objects, but the particular 
way in which a temporal i ty is experienced by a subject'. 3 0 

T h e process w i t h w h i c h we are concerned does no t represent 
the temporal deve lopment of a transcendent subject m a k i n g his or 
her his tory. It is someth ing passively exper ienced. T e m p o r a l i t y is 
therefore not a p roduc t but an experience of consciousness. Lévi-
Strauss uses the t e r m 'h i s to ry ' , among o the r things, to denote this 
experience, and the study of this exper ience, and the products of 
that study. 

'The supposed total iz ing continuity of the self . . . seems to me to be an i l lusion 
sustained by the demands of social l ife—and consequently a reflection of the 
external on the internal—rather than the object of an apodictic experience' . 3 1 

I f w e are t o g o beyond the ' p r a c t i c a l ' t o the ' t heore t i ca l ' , i f w e 
are to go beyond the w e a v i n g of m y t h s to the deve lopment o f 
knowledge about h u m a n i t y we have to recognize that the mean ing 
of the conscious elaborations of social l i f e is pure ly re la t ive and 
subjective. B e h i n d it lies a deeper mean ing : 

' A l l meaning is answerable to a lesser meaning, which gives it its highest 
meaning, and if this regression finally ends in recognizing "a contingent law of 
wh ich one can only say: it is thus, and not o therwise" (Sartre, 1960, p. 128), this 
prospect is not alarming to those whose thought is not tormented by transcen-
dance even in a latent f o r m ' . 3 2 

T h e only w a y a round the d i l e m m a posed by the al ternat ives o f 
e thnocent r i sm and re la t iv i sm is to f ound our an th ropo logy on the 
unconscious, w h i c h is object ive w h i l e unde rp inn ing the subjective. 
The philosophers of the subject are more concerned with retaining 
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the status o f the subject than w i t h r ende r ing h u m a n i t y i n t e l ­
l i g i b l e : 

' they prefer a subject wi thou t rationali ty to a rationali ty wi thout a subject ' . 3 3 

Instead we must l ook beyond the conscious and the affect ive to 
f i n d behind i t the unconscious and the in te l l ec tua l . A n t h r o p o l o g y 
must dedicate i t s e l f to the study of the unconscious processes 
w h i c h underl ie social l i f e by unders tanding societies as d i f fe ren t 
expressions of these unconscious processes. 

4 T H E C O M P L E M E N T A R I T Y A N D 

I R R E C O N C I L A B I L I T Y O F S T R U C T U R A L 

A N D D I A L E C T I C A L I N T E L L I G I B I L I T Y 

T h e opposi t ion be tween Sartre and Lévi-Strauss appears to be 
t o t a l , each recogn iz ing the v a l i d i t y of the other 's account, but 
r educ ing it to a subordinate momen t of a process whose founda t ion 
lies elsewhere. For Lévi-Strauss the construct ions of the conscious 
are ra t ional izat ions whose t rue meaning is on ly reached t h r o u g h a 
s t ruc tu ra l analysis w h i c h reduces t hem to the i r unconscious, and 
u l t i m a t e l y to the i r o rgan ic , foundat ion. For Sartre the structures 
w h i c h are produced by this analysis are abstracted f r o m the l i v i n g 
praxis w h i c h produces t hem, w h i c h alone gives them mean ing and 
to w h i c h a true an th ropo logy w i l l restore them. W h i l e fo r Lévi-
Strauss human existence on ly becomes meaningful w h e n i t is 
assimilated to the nature f r o m w h i c h i t emerges, for Sartre nature 
o n l y has meaning in r e l a t ion to the projects of the ind iv idua ls w h o 
transcend i t . 

T h e oppos i t ion be tween Sartre and Lévi-Strauss also appears to 
be insurmountable , for each points to fundamental lacunae in the 
other 's account. On the one hand, Sartre presents a pa r t i cu la r 
experience as the indubi tab le foundat ion of a l l human existence. I t 
is s imply necessary for Lévi-Strauss to cast doubt on the 
un iversa l i ty of this experience for Sartre's cons t ruc t ion to be 
revealed as a house of cards: 

' W h a t Sartre calls dialectical reason is only a reconstruction, by what he calls 
analytical reason, of hypothetical moves about which it is impossible to know . . . 
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whether they bear any relation at all to what he tells us about them and which , if 
so, wou ld be definable in terms of analytical reason alone'. 3 4 

On the o ther hand, Lévi -S t rauss ' o w n account i s def ic ient in 
reduc ing h is tory to the impact o f c o n t i n g e n c y 3 5 and in reduc ing 
experience, i n c l u d i n g the experience of f reedom w h i c h is the basis 
of Sartre's phi losophy, to the status of a m y t h . 

Lévi -S t rauss ' confidence in the de te rminan t character o f the 
unconscious is as unfounded as is Sartre's confidence in the 
creat ive h i s tor ica l consciousness. Each seeks to reduce objec t ive 
social phenomena to processes w h i c h render aspects of the object 
inexpl icable . Sartre cannot exp la in the object ive laws of social 
phenomena, laws w h i c h are nei ther created by conscious subjects, 
nor w h i c h operate t h rough the consciousness of those subjects. 
Cor respond ing ly , Lévi-Strauss cannot account for such objec t ive 
laws insofar as they are no t reducible to ' an unconscious te leo logy 
. . . w h i c h rests on the in te rp lay of b i o l o g i c a l mechanisms . . . and 
psychological ones ' , 3 6 insofar as they are social and not s imply 
natural laws. 

I t turns out that b o t h Sartre and Lévi-Strauss offer us an th ro ­
pologica l theories based on contrasted philosophies each of w h i c h 
is fundamental ly incomple te . For Sartre the o b j e c t i v i t y of the 
social w o r l d is dissolved in to the sub jec t iv i ty of l i ved praxis. Lévi-
Strauss, i n t r y i n g to avo id the metaphysical impl ica t ions o f 
D u r k h e i m ' s soc io logy, s imply transfers the metaphysical p r inc ip le 
f r o m a col lec t ive r ea l i t y beyond to a b io log i ca l rea l i ty beneath the 
i nd iv idua l . In each case the p r inc ip le w h i c h supposedly regulates 
social l i fe turns ou t on inspection to be a mora l p r inc ip le w h i c h 
tells us not w h a t social l i fe is, but w h a t i t ought to be, no t h o w 
society operates, bu t h o w the i n d i v i d u a l should l ive in society. In 
each case a m o r a l theory appears in the guise of a scient i f ic theory , 
a m o r a l impera t ive is t reated as t h o u g h it we re an objec t ive 
impera t ive . 

At the beg inn ing of this book I ind ica ted that the philosophies o f 
b o t h Sartre and Lévi-Strauss emerged as complementa ry responses 
to a c o m m o n p r o b l e m . We are n o w in a posi t ion to iden t i fy the 
expression o f tha t i n i t i a l ideological p r o b l e m in the i r philosophies. 
M o r e o v e r we can see that i t is in the w a y that they b o t h pose this 
p r o b l e m that the errors they b o t h make are inscr ibed. Hence the 
way to go beyond the dilemma which the contrast between Sartre 
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and Lévi-Strauss presents to us is no t to a t tempt to synthesize the 
w o r k o f bo th , bu t rather t o re formula te the p rob l em w i t h w h i c h 
they began. 

Ideo log ica l ly the p r o b l e m w h i c h confronted Sartre, Lév i -
Strauss and the i r genera t ion was that of establishing a basis on 
w h i c h an isolated i n d i v i d u a l cou ld relate to a society w h i c h 
of fe red n o po in t o f inser t ion . T h e p r o b l e m appears i n the w o r k o f 
Sartre and Lévi-Strauss as that of deve lop ing a m o r a l t heo ry in 
w h i c h m o r a l guidance w o u l d come solely f r o m w i t h i n the 
i n d i v i d u a l . Hence each t r i e d to develop a m o r a l theory whose 
s ta r t ing poin t is those abstract and universa l features w h i c h define 
the i nd iv idua l as human . Each then const ructed a w o r l d in w h i c h 
human existence represented s imply the rea l iza t ion of these 
human features in the ind iv idua l ' s re la t ionship to the w o r l d . 
F ina l ly each sought to demonstrate that the w o r l d we l i v e in i s 
character ized by the v i o l a t i o n of the human essence, o f the 
de f in ing features o f human i ty . 

T h e problems faced by the philosophies of Sartre and Lévi-
Strauss w h e n they present themselves as theories of society der ive 
f r o m the selection of the supposedly abstract and universal 
features o f the human essence as the s ta r t ing point , for this i n i t i a l 
abst ract ion of the i n d i v i d u a l f r o m society leads to the subsequent 
con f ron ta t i on of the i nd iv idua l w i t h a society w h i c h i s abstracted 
f r o m the individuals w h o par t ic ipate i n i t . 

Th i s ' society ' is immed ia t e ly seen to be a metaphysical e n t i t y 
w h i c h the philosopher must dissolve at once. For Sartre, ' the g roup 
does no t possess the metaphysical existence of a f o r m or a Gestalt, 
of a co l lec t ive consciousness or a created t o t a l i t y ' , w h i l e for Lévi-
Strauss the unconscious is in t roduced precisely to exorcise the 
D u r k h e i m i a n co l lec t ive conscience. 3 7 Hence society is abolished, 
fo rma l i s t i ca l ly re in tegra ted in to the i n d i v i d u a l as an abstract 
ca tegory w h i c h is ei ther the subjective p roduc t of a consciousness 
or the object ive p roduc t of an unconscious. 

For bo th Sartre and Lévi-Strauss society is in no sense a sui generis 
r ea l i t y , for bo th i t i s s imply an expression of a dia lect ic inscr ibed in 
the i n d i v i d u a l , conscious or unconscious, psyche. I t is, therefore , 
scarcely surpr is ing that nei ther is able to p rov ide the basis on 
w h i c h we m i g h t begin t o exp la in the laws w h i c h govern society, 
l aws w h i c h are b o t h objec t ive and meaningfu l , b o t h things and 
representations. 
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In bo th cases the problems arise because the i n d i v i d u a l is no t 
defined f r o m the start as a social be ing, inserted in concrete social 
relat ions, bu t ra ther as an abstract, asocial and ahis tor ical 
i nd iv idua l f r o m w h o m society must be der ived . In each case the 
idealist ic consequences of such arguments are dissipated by 
metaphysical devices ( i n the case o f Sartre w i t h a metaphysic o f 
scarci ty, i n the case o f Lévi-Strauss w i t h a b io log ica l ma te r i a l i sm) 
w h i c h present society as the p roduc t of the d i rec t re la t ionship of 
the i nd iv idua l to nature . 

For a social science, by contrast, the s ta r t ing poin t can o n l y be a 
social being, the r ecogn i t i on that w h a t sets humans apart f r o m 
nature is precisely the i r social character , w h i c h is in t u r n 
inseparable f r o m the i r engagement in society. Such a r e c o g n i t i o n 
impl ies i m m e d i a t e l y that society cannot be de r ived f r o m the 
human essance, no r can i t be der ived f r o m the unmedia ted r e l a t i on 
o f humani ty t o na ture , for bo th the d i s t i nc t i on o f h u m a n i t y f r o m 
nature, and its r e l a t i o n to nature, presuppose the society in w h i c h 
people are engaged, and t h rough w h i c h alone they relate to 
nature . 

Sartre and Lévi-Strauss, therefore , offer us c o m p l e m e n t a r y 
philosophies w h i c h seek to renounce the social and to rediscover 
our humani ty w i t h i n the i nd iv idua l . Lévi -St rauss i s concerned to 
uncover a universal and object ive mean ing , w h i l e Sartre seeks a 
t o t a l i z ing and subjective meaning. For Sartre there is on ly a 
universal meaning i f there is a universa l t o t a l i za t ion , fo r Lévi-
Strauss the subjective meaning is on ly t rue if the subject abandons 
h i m or herself to the rule of the ob jec t ive universal . In each case 
the meaning of h u m a n existence is sought in a con f ron t a t i on of the 
asocial i nd iv idua l w i t h an iner t na ture . 

W h i l e such philosophies are themselves meaningful as responses 
to a society in w h i c h our h u m a n i t y appears systematical ly 
deformed, we must ask whe the r philosophies w h i c h recover this 
h u m a n i t y on ly a t the expense of r ende r ing incomprehensible the 
society in w h i c h that humani ty has been taken f r o m us are rea l ly 
satisfactory. A satisfactory phi losophy must f i n d a mean ing for 
human existence a t the po in t a t w h i c h the i nd iv idua l engages w i t h 
the w o r l d , the p o i n t a t w h i c h we have meaning for the w o r l d o f 
w h i c h we are a par t , at the same t ime as the w o r l d has mean ing for 
us. I t is precisely this poin t w h i c h is abolished by b o t h Sartre and 
Lévi-Strauss, for it is only in society, in the collective realm of 
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social relations, o f language and o f cu l t u r e , that we are in tegra ted 
i n t o the object ive w o r l d . 

I t is on ly by means of these ins t i tu t ions that as subject ivi t ies we 
are able to engage w i t h the w o r l d , and i t i s on ly t h r o u g h these 
ins t i tu t ions that the object ive constraints w h i c h the f ac t i c i t y of the 
w o r l d imposes are media ted . I f this i s the case, then the mean ing of 
human existence must be located in r e l a t ion to the co l l ec t ive 
ins t i tu t ions o f society th rough w h i c h alone we acquire our 
human i ty . B o t h Sartre and Lévi-Strauss offer an abstract, con­
templa t ive m o r a l i t y w h i c h is unable to p rov ide any guidance for 
those w h o cannot a f fo rd no t to l i ve in society precisely because 
the i r m o r a l i t y has no po in t o f engagement w i t h society. I t i s unable 
e i ther to offer a diagnosis of the evils of the ex is t ing society, or to 
indicate any means of changing i t . 

Hence an adequate phi losophy, no less than an adequate 
sociology, depends on a renunc ia t ion of the d i c h o t o m i z a t i o n of the 
i n d i v i d u a l and society. It depends on a r ecogn i t i on that the subject 
is cons t i tu ted as such in the con tex t of a society w h i c h alone 
art iculates the r e l a t ion be tween the subject and other subjects and 
be tween the subject and nature: 

'Bo th the material of labour and man as the subject, are the point of departure as 
w e l l as the result of the movement. . . . Thus the social character is the general 
character of the whole movement: just as society itself produces man as man, so is 
society produced by h im. . . . The human aspect of nature exists only for social man; 
for only then does nature exist for him as a bond w i t h man—as his existence for the 
other and the other's existence for him—and as the life-element of human reality. 
O n l y then does nature exist as the foundation of his o w n human existence. On ly here 
has what is to h im his natural existence become his human existence, and nature 
become man for h im. Thus society is the complete unity of man w i t h nature—the 
true resurrection of nature—the accomplished naturalism of man and the 
accomplished humanism of nature ' . 3 8 

5 C O N C L U S I O N 

T h e classical phi losophical oppos i t ion be tween subject and object 
offers an unsound basis on w h i c h to construct a theory of society. 
Theor ies based on ei ther pole of this oppos i t ion f ind themselves 
unable to grasp the social, w h i c h insists on fa l l ing be tween the t w o 
terms, not reducible to ei ther. T h e one-sidedness of theories w h i c h 
base themselves on one pole finds its complement in the one-
sidedness of theories which base themselves on the other. The 
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stage is set for an in te rminab le and irresolvable debate, f r o m w h i c h 
society i t se l f is f i r m l y excluded. 

In order to come to terms w i t h society i t i s necessary to 
overcome this oppos i t ion . T h e oppos i t ion cannot, h o w e v e r , be 
abolished by f i a t , for the ex te rna l and object ive character of the 
typ ica l social relat ions o f our society i s something w i t h w h i c h 
sociology must come to terms. It is necessary to uncover the 
h is tor ica l r e l a t i v i t y of the oppos i t ion , to uncover the h is tor ic 
condit ions under w h i c h social relat ions assume this object ive 
power , a p o w e r w h i c h cannot be reduced to the i n d i v i d u a l w i l l , 
but w h i c h cannot be d ivorced f r o m i t ei ther . 

Hege l t r i e d to overcome this oppos i t ion be tween subject and 
object, but he d i d so only fo rma l i s t i ca l ly , in a speculative w a y . 
Instead of o f f e r i n g an account w h i c h cou ld establish the 'sub­
j e c t i v e ' and ' o b j e c t i v e ' as moments of a h is tor ica l process in w h i c h 
they become dissociated, Hege l i den t i f i ed the t w o immed ia t e ly , 
seeing the la t t e r as the ' i m m a n e n t i z a t i o n ' of the fo rmer : 

'Thus empirical reali ty is admitted just as it is and is also said to be the rational; 
but not rational because of its o w n reason, but because the empirical fact in its 
empirical existence has a significance which is other than itself. The fact, wh ich is 
the starting point, is not conceived to be such but rather to be the mystical result.'3 9 

Hege l s imply iden t i f i ed the real and the ra t iona l , l oca t ing the 
inhuman r a t i o n a l i t y of the real in the suprahuman Idea. This 
speculative i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of real and ra t ional was so unsatis­
fac tory that i t ha rd ly outlasted H e g e l , leaving a ra ther t i r ed 
Hege l ian d ia lec t ic in a ' w h o l l y abstract, " specu la t ive" , f o r m ' , to 
contest the o l d metaphysical ma te r i a l i sm, w h i c h 'he ld the f i e ld by 
its super ior i ty in posi t ive knowledge ' , even though i t ' had been so 
annihi la ted theore t i ca l ly by K a n t and pa r t i cu la r ly by H e g e l ' . 4 0 

M a r x real ized in the w o r k s of his y o u t h that society was the 
poin t at w h i c h real and ra t iona l , subject and object , me t one 
another, and, cor respondingly , that i t is on the basis of society that 
we have to understand the oppos i t ion be tween the t w o , and not 
vice versa. 

M a r x real ized that the oppos i t ion be tween subject and object, 
ra t iona l and rea l , is no t a universal oppos i t ion be tween eternal 
categories, bu t is a specific h i s to r ica l product , expressed in 
classical European philosophy, emerg ing on the basis of the 
development of commodity relations. The opposition between 
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subject and object is i t s e l f a p roduc t of the process of exchange, 

expressing the contrast be tween moments of exchange w h i c h is 

established by exchange itself: 

'C i rcu la t ion is the movement in which the general alienation appears as general 
appropriation and general appropriation as general alienation. As much, then, as 
the whole of this movement appears as a social process, and as much as the 
individual moments o f this movement arise f rom the conscious w i l l and particular 
purposes of individuals, so much does the to ta l i ty of the process appear as an 
objective interrelation, wh ich arises spontaneously from nature;. . . C i rcu la t ion , 
because a total i ty of the social process, is also the first form in wh ich the social 
relation appears as something independent of the individuals, but not only as, say, 
in a coin or in exchange value, but extending to the whole of the social movement 
itself. The social relation of individuals to one another as a power over the 
individuals which has become autonomous . . . is a necessary result of the fact 
that the point of departure is not the free social ind iv idua l . ' 4 1 

T h e concept of the subject developed by classical European 

phi losophy i s i t s e l f a p roduc t of the development of c o m m o d i t y 

relat ions: 

'Man as a moral subject, that is as a personality of equal w o r t h , is indeed no more 
than a necessary condit ion for exchange according to the law of value. M a n as a 
legal subject, or as a property-owner, is a further necessary condit ion. Finally, 
these t w o stipulations are extremely closely connected w i t h a th i rd , in wh ich man 
figures as a subject operating egoistically. 

A l l three of these seemingly imcompatible stipulations which are not reducible 
to one and the same thing, express the to ta l i ty of conditions necessary for the 
realization of the value relation. . . . 

The net result of abstracting these definitions from the actual social relation 
they express, and at tempting to develop them as categories in their o w n r ight (by 
purely speculative means), is a confused jumble of contradictions and mutual ly 
exclusive propositions' . 4 2 

'Because M. Proudhon places eternal ideas, the categories of pure reason, on the 
one side and human beings and their practical l i fe, which according to h im is the 
application of these categories, on the other, one finds w i t h h im f rom the 
beginning a dualism between life and ideas, between soul and body, a dualism 
wh ich recurs in many forms. Y o u can see now that this antagonism is nothing but 
the incapacity of M. Proudhon to understand the profane or ig in and the profane 
history of the categories wh ich he defies.' 4 3 

I t i s the theory of c o m m o d i t y fetishism, w h i c h is the basis of 

Capital, that enables M a r x to get beyond the classical oppos i t ion by 

revealing the foundation of that opposition in society. The 
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supposedly e ternal and i r reconc i lab le categories are themselves 
bu t an aspect of c o m m o d i t y fet ishism, e te rn iz ing an oppos i t ion 
w h i c h is a specific h is tor ica l result of c o m m o d i t y p r o d u c t i o n . I t is 
correspondingly the theory of c o m m o d i t y fet ishism that is the 
foundat ion o f M a r x ' s a t tempt to understand the ex t e rna l , objec­
t ive and cons t ra in ing character of social relat ions w h i c h are 
themselves h u m a n products. T h e theo ry o f fet ishism not on ly 
showed ' that h u m a n relations w e r e ve i l ed relat ions be tween 
things, but ra ther that, in the c o m m o d i t y economy, social 
p roduc t ion re la t ions inev i tab ly t ook the f o r m o f things and cou ld 
not be expressed except t h rough t h i n g s ' . 4 4 W i t h the theory o f 
c o m m o d i t y fet ishism it became possible to understand society as 
an objective field of human activity. 

To argue that the classical phi losophical oppos i t ion be tween the 
subject and the object is an expression of the development of 
c o m m o d i t y re la t ions is not to offer a reduct ionis t a rgument : 

'The economics of value relations provides the key to an understanding of the 
ju r id ica l and ethical structure, not in the sense of the concrete content of legal or 
moral norms, but in the sense of the form i tself . ' 4 5 

T h e content w h i c h is expressed t h r o u g h this f o r m can va ry , and 
has va r ied , enormous ly . T h e same f o r m can mobi l i ze the bourgeois 
c r i t ique of feudal or socialist social relations in the name of the 
f reedom and equa l i ty o f c o m m o d i t y relations. I t can m o b i l i z e the 
pet i t -bourgeois c r i t i que of the socia l iz ing tendencies inherent in 
capitalist deve lopment . I t can even m o b i l i z e the U t o p i a n socialist 
c r i t ique o f the e x p l o i t a t i o n character is t ic o f capital is t p roduc t ion . 

The w o r k of Sartre and Lévi -St rauss represents a t w e n t i e t h -
century vers ion o f the U t o p i a n c r i t i que . T h e i r c r i t i que o f 
con temporary society is made from the standpoint of the asocial 
individual, in the name of a universal principle of reciprocity between subjects. 
B u t the apparent ly universal c r i t i c , and the apparent ly universal 
p r inc ip le are b o t h products of the society to w h i c h they are 
applied. 

The apparent ly rootless, isolated, asocial i n d i v i d u a l w h o ex­
periences society as an alien force is a social p roduc t , a specific 
'h is tor ic resul t ' : 

'the product on the one side of the dissolution of the feudal forms of society, on 
the other side of the new forces of production developed since the sixteenth 
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century', for w h o m the 'various forms of connectedness confront the individual 
as a mere means towards his private purposes, as external necessity. Bu t the epoch 
wh ich produces this standpoint, that of the isolated individual, is also precisely 
that of the hitherto most developed ( f rom this standpoint, general) relations' . 4 6 

T h e isolated i n d i v i d u a l , subject of society, i s the p roduc t of the 
emergence of c o m m o d i t y exchange w h i c h relates these subjects 
by impersonal , ob jec t ive bonds. 

'Bu t it is an insipid not ion to conceive of this merely objective bond as a spontaneous, 
natural attribute inherent in individuals and inseparable f rom their nature (in 
antithesis to their conscious knowing and w i l l i n g ) . This bond is their product. It 
belongs to a specific phase of their development. . . . It is the bond natural to 
individuals w i t h i n specific and l imited relations or product ion. ' 4 7 

T h e U t o p i a n social ism of the n ine teenth century contras ted the 
f reedom and equa l i ty o f exchange relations o f c o m m o d i t y 
circulation w i t h the e x p l o i t a t i o n and domina t i on o f capital is t 
relat ions of p r o d u c t i o n , aspir ing to the pe t i t -bourgeois U t o p i a o f a 
society o f independent pet ty c o m m o d i t y producers. As M a r x 
constant ly po in ted out , and as the h i s to ry of U t o p i a n projects 
revealed, U t o p i a n i s m took for a deformation w h a t is in fact the 
inevi tab le result o f the general iza t ion of c o m m o d i t y relat ions, and 
cal led for the r e t u r n to a supposed golden age whose h is tor ic 
p roduc t was precisely capitalist e x p l o i t a t i o n . 

T h e philosophies of Sartre and Lévi-Strauss represent, in a 
sense, a t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y version of this same U t o p i a n i s m . T h e y 
c r i t i c i ze their o w n society f r o m the standpoint o f the subject, 
condemning e x p l o i t a t i o n and d o m i n a t i o n , the t r ea tment o f the 
o ther as an object, in the name of the universal human value of 
r ec ip roc i t y as the r e l a t ion be tween free and equal i n d i v i d u a l 
subjects. 

H o w e v e r , in the era of m o n o p o l y capi tal ism there i s l i t t l e 
prospect o f a res tora t ion o f pet ty c o m m o d i t y p r o d u c t i o n . Sartre 
and Lévi-Strauss can on ly offer , therefore , a con templa t ive and 
i m p o t e n t c r i t i que , w h i c h bases i t s e l f on a t r u l y human exchange, 
and not on the deformed exchange w h i c h is character is t ic of a 
developed capital is t society. 

Thus Lévi-Strauss counterposes a ubiqui tous exchange (a ' t o t a l 
social fac t ' ) , w h i c h he f inds real ized in ' p r i m i t i v e ' societies, to the 
domination which characterizes our own society. Sartre, following 
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Proudhon in tha t 'he calls the subjective precisely w h a t is social 
and he calls society a subjective abs t rac t ion ' 4 8 anticipates a 
contempla t ive t ransformat ion . C o n t e m p l a t i o n w i l l recapture the 
essence of social relations as r ec ip roca l relations be tween free 
subjects. Even the most d o w n t r o d d e n c i t izen can recover his or 
her subjec t iv i ty , and so discover his or her o w n a b i l i t y to reinstate 
the rule o f r e c i p r o c i t y . 

The problems f r o m w h i c h Sartre and Lév i -S t rauss set o f f we re 
concrete and specific problems posed to them as isolated i n t e l ­
lectuals in a p e r i o d of social upheaval . In the development of their 
philosophies too we can trace the i m p a c t o f concrete events. At the 
same t ime the philosophies w h i c h are developed in these specific 
situations c l a i m universal significance. We can n o w see that this is 
possible because classical phi losophy offers categories w h i c h make 
i t possible to translate specific experiences in to e ternal t ruths. 
Problems w h i c h represent the specific and ve ry concrete expres­
sion of a society based on c o m m o d i t y p r o d u c t i o n f ind the i r 
appropriate i n t e l l ec tua l f o r m in the categories o f classical phi los­
ophy w h i c h represent the most abstract expression of the same 
social re la t ion . In this t ranslat ion, howeve r , the concrete h is tor ica l 
condit ions w h i c h gave rise to the i n i t i a l p rob l em are dissolved, and 
the philosophy developed can do no m o r e than counterpose eternal 
values to an undi f fe ren t ia ted rea l i ty in a con templa t ive c r i t ique . 
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